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The Final Cue at Hollow Stage
Marcel Trevin
Jonah Voss, a seasoned head stagehand, races under the floorboards of an aging community theatre to stop the house that binds performers into flawless, everlasting roles. As opening night threatens to turn the troupe into a chorus of automatons, Jonah must use his rigging skills to rethread the central drum, convert counterweights into a release and vent the theatre's appetite into the rain-soaked street. The atmosphere is greasy with stage glue, lemon tea and burnt sugar; city life—dumpling carts, rooftop gardens and radio static—hums beyond the stage door.
ProseHub


    
Last Rehearsal
Jonah came back to Hollow Stage the way he always came back to any place that still remembered his hands: by the backstage door, palms smelling of grease and rope, jacket slung over a shoulder like a tired flag. Outside, the alley held the neighborhood's small network of smells—bakeries coughing warm cardamom, a fishmonger airing his last baskets, and a chestnut vendor who sold his nuts in paper cones stamped with a faded comedy mask. The vendor winked at Jonah as he ducked under the marquee's sagging letters; for the vendor, the theatre's lights were as dependable as his evening bell. Jonah tipped his head, let the bell's last clang count him in.
Inside, Hollow Stage was a collection of repairs and habits. The stage floor had been replaced half a dozen times with mismatched planks that refused to line up, and the dressing rooms smelled of lemon oil and hairspray. A kettle bubbled in the green room, its whistle the theatre's second-most-sacred sound after the stage manager's cue. Mae was sitting on a stack of flats, her feet scuffed and her hair tied up with a curtain tie, reading an old playbill as if it might tell her what to do next in life.
"You brought snacks?" Jonah asked, setting his toolbox down and letting the case clack like a metronome.
Mae bounced a shoulder. "Only stale biscuits shaped like tiny footlights. They're almost sentimental." She shoved one at him with theatrical disdain; it tasted like sawdust and sugar. She laughed and then, with no malice, said: "You're late, you know. The kettle sang without you."
He grinned despite the tiredness. "It only learns the tune to annoy me. Besides, it's loyal in ways people won't be."
She tossed back a strand of hair. "Loyalty's overrated. Give me a fire escape and a decent mattress and I'll write my own loyalty." She paused, eyes going toward the stage. "You think tonight'll be any different?"
Jonah rubbed his palms and reached for a coil of nylon line. The work named him better than anything else did: rigger, head stagehand, the man who could listen to a groan from a pulley and tell which bearing was on its way out. He listened. The fly-loft breathed; a dull metallic sigh slid through the rigging. He ran his fingers over a drum of rope, tested a cleat, and tightened a stubborn knot. In the dim, the theatre felt hungry in a way that had less to do with hunger than with attention. It wanted rhythm.
He climbed the ladder to the fly-loft with the same careful rhythm as the instruments he tended. The ropes overhead moved like a field of long grass, and the pulleys were glazed with a film of old resin. Jonah's hands found the grooves without looking; he shucked his gloves and let his fingertips read the kitchen of the place. He replaced worn thimbles, greased the old blocks with a rag that smelled of lemon and machine oil, and rewound a line that had a kink. A small absurdity: a papier-mâché pigeon, relic of a children's matinée, dangled by a thread and winked in the spotlight as if it understood the joke of being forgotten.
Below, the troupe was assembling. Oz paced like an anxious conductor, fingers working the edge of his coffee cup. He had stitched Hollow Stage into something resembling a livelihood for the company, and tonight was supposed to be their revival night—an attempt to pull a season together and maybe attract a press piece or two. Lena was onstage, blocking a speech in front of the proscenium, her voice clean and bright. Jonah watched her through the fly ropes, noting how she moved with the confidence of someone who had been given a place to be brave.
The rehearsal began slow and ordinary. Cue lights blinked like patient eyes. The house lights dimmed and came back on with the practiced caution of someone testing a lock. Oz barked a note; actors found their marks. Jonah hauled a counterweight into place, set a manual brake, and waited at the line set he had named for the main curtain. He liked to think of those lines as organs; a bad pull could choke the whole show.
Somewhere in the building, the kettle in the green room whistled and was damped by a hand that did not belong to a performer. Mae threaded past him and murmured, "You always listen like you're waiting for someone to cough in the wrong place." He tightened a cleat and grinned. "Someone usually does." The floorboards hummed with expectation.
The first oddness announced itself as a delay—too long a pause between the lighting and the music. A cue that should have snapped on instead wandered, like water finding its own way through a crack. Jonah felt it in his ribs more than he saw it: the house's receptivity folding into a different tempo. He walked the wings, fingers trailing along the batten, feeling for the microshivers that meant tension or wear. When he gave the main line a gentle tug to test its travel, the rope pushed back the way a living thing might, a subtle resistance that felt like an answer.
He frowned and wound a handkerchief around his fingers. The cleat had scraped at the rope in a new way; there was a grain to it he hadn't felt before, like threads had been braided with cloth. He climbed down and peered at the drum below the stage edge; somewhere a motor ticked with too-regular a heartbeat. Jonah swung a flashlight and found something that made him blink: a smear of sequins clinging to a pulley, their edges sticky with an amber film. The sequins caught the light and glittered as if the theatre had been sewing its own ornaments into the mechanics.
"Looks festive," Mae called from the wings. "Did you costume the rigging for the occasion?"
Oz answered without looking up, voice tightening. "If that rigging gives us trouble on opening, it'll cost us the run. Fix whatever that is, Jonah. Now."
Jonah rolled his shoulders and set to work. He tackled the pulley with the care of a surgeon, unwedging a shard of wood and scraping the resin from the groove. He worked by ear and touch more than sight, the way a rigger must, feeling the resonance change under his palms as he eased the jam. He joked with Mae while he worked—about the pigeon getting a better seat than most critics—because levity lubricated panic like oil on gears. The humor felt like a skill in itself, as useful as a splice.
The problem should have ended there, a stuck block cleared and forgotten. But the stage had a way of accepting a fix and testing it. They went through the scene again, and everything looked right until Lena reached the climactic line. She lifted her head, mouth finding the word she'd honed all week, and then her knees folded without warning. She slid down in a slow, shoreless way until she sat in the paint-scarred floorboards with her palms pressed against the grain.
Jonah was across the stage before he realized he had moved. He crouched down and took her wrist; it was warm but flattened in its pulse. Lena's eyes were open and unfocused, but her chest rose in the steady rhythm of someone listening to an internal metronome. Her lips kept shaping words without the rest of her following.
"Lena?" Oz was at his elbow, hands clapping the air as if applause could wake her. He sounded like someone bargaining with a stubborn machine. "Lena, can you hear me?" Her gaze slid toward him and then away, as if she were reading a page he couldn't see.
Mae knelt beside Jonah, fingers small and efficient. "She's not asleep, is she?" she asked.
"No," Jonah said, and the word felt too small. He pressed an ear to her chest and listened. There was a soft mechanical thrum under her breath, like a fan running just out of sight. From somewhere under the stage, a faint, conversational cadence repeated her last line, as if the building itself had learned it and was practicing along.
A technical explanation rippled through him first: a prop fed by a sound patch, a vocal effect looped by some overeager technician. But Jonah's hands found the microphone pack at Lena's waist, and there was nothing there. He unbuttoned her costume with careful fingers and found only fabric and the faint smell of citrus and stage glue. "No mic," he muttered. His toolkit offered no answer.
Backstage voices rose and fell in dissonant patterns. Oz demanded an explanation like a man demanding a debt. "What is this? What happened? We can't—" He stopped because his throat had dried. Control matters in theatres; it is a form of insurance. Without it, a company folded into chaos.
Jonah crawled under the lip of the stage, palms scraping paint, and peered at the bank of motors and drums. The underside smelled of stale coffee and metal shavings. He ran his torch along the ropes. One line responded to his touch with a movement that was not entirely mechanical; it slid as if it had a memory, wound itself in a little, secret rhythm and then eased when he eased.
Mae's voice came down the steps. "Do you think it's haunted?" she asked with a nervous laugh, the sort of laugh people used to keep from saying what they were furiously thinking.
Jonah did not smile. He tested a manual brake and found its resistance altered, like a limb that had gone to sleep. Then, from somewhere beyond the floorboards, a voice repeated Lena's line exactly—clear, hollow, and perfectly timed. It wasn't Lena. It couldn't be.
He yanked open an access panel and descended into the blade-scented darkness beneath the stage. Crawling through that entrail was a cruel, greasy ballet: dust clung to his palms, rat droppings scattered as his knees pressed into insulation, and the plywood overhead seemed to breathe with other people's footsteps. Jonah moved with the competence of a man who had been born to complicate things into order. He felt for the central spindle he knew by feel more than sight, a hub where many ropes met and where old rope met new, where every knot told a story.
There was a smell there that made him frown: not rot or sewage but something like sugar caramelized and gone bitter. It clung to the ropes and slicked gears; it had a sweetness that wasn't good for anything human. He followed it deeper, flashlight feathering across scarred timbers and costumes tucked into corners like molluscs. A half-melted mask stared at him with one glassy eye. He nudged it, and the mask toppled like a small confession.
The ropes under his palms thrummed with a cadence that was not entirely foreign—an echo of lines spoken above. When Jonah hooked his thumbs into a thick strand and pulled, the stage answered as if someone above had played a chord. For a moment he felt foolish; he had expected a snapped cable, a rusted gear, a human mistake. Instead the building took the breath he'd given it and turned it into a sentence.
Above him, the rehearsal room held a stunned silence that tasted like copper. Oz had started to pace and then stopped at the sight of Lena sitting in the paint-scratch of the stage, reciting lines like a phonograph. One of the ensemble tried to offer a cup of tea, which made the scene look absurd and domestic—a woman trapped in a perfect performance, a man with a paper cup. The absurdity cut through the panic like a child's drawing taped to a funeral program.
"I need the house to stay calm," Oz said suddenly, voice brittle with the need to manage. "If this is a loop we can patch it. We'll get an engineer. We'll—"
Jonah could smell the plan falling apart as soon as it left Oz's mouth. "It's not a loop you can patch with wires," he said. He climbed out from under the stage and laid his palms flat on the floorboards where Lena sat, as if he could feel the building's temperature through the wood. It was warmer there than it should have been, as if some small furnace had been stoked between the joists.
Mae took his elbow. "So what do we do?" she whispered. Her voice was small but steadier than Oz's.
"We don't bring electricians in before we know what we're dealing with," Jonah said. "We don't treat it like a tech problem until we've ruled out everything that uses people as substitutes." He didn't like how the sentence sounded—like a threat or a juggler's last warning—but he meant it.
Jonah moved back toward the rigging. He had felt the stage twist when he'd pulled a certain line; he wanted to see if he could make it untwist. Even if this was merely an overcomplicated sound feed or a misrouted cue, the way the ropes had answered his touch meant there was a leverage point. He rolled up his sleeves and called up through the floorboards, "Hold the scene. No one leaves the stage unless I say so." It was more command than request, and in it lived the authority of a man used to making things behave.
People waited because the theatre listened to certain voices. They waited because a stagehand's call in a crisis is a kind of canticle in that place. The company gathered around Jonah without being asked, because that was what a company did: it clustered, protective and wary. Oz rubbed his temples and nodded, like a man conceding that the world had new terms he hadn't negotiated for.
Jonah climbed the ladder to the fly-loft again, feeling the ropes under his boots, each rope a line of narrative with a different weight. When he reached the hub, he found evidence of more than wear. A length of costume braid had been wound so tightly around a pulley that it had soaked into the wood and left a faint imprint. A handful of sequins stuck to the drum looked like teeth in the light. He reached up and brushed at them; a speck of something like fine ash drifted down onto his glove.
He tested a particular set of lines that seemed to be keyed to Lena's cadences. When he eased one of them, the cadence above the stage shifted a hair, like a singer finding the right pitch. Jonah smiled, quickly and without triumph. "Well," he said to no one in particular, "it's picky. It has taste." Mae's laugh came down, nervous and bright. "At least it's a critic," she said.
He looped a spare line around a beam and began to practice small, deliberate reversals—gentle moves that might coax the rigging into slackening instead of tightening. He worked with his hands, thinking in knots and pulleys and the old physics of counterweights. This was how he believed problems could be argued with: a sequence of small, honest actions.
The rehearsal resumed at a measured pace, the company willing the performance to feel like something practical. Jonah continued to test lines, and each time he did the stage seemed to watch; a shiver ran through the house like applause withheld. At one point, Oz offered a suggestion that read like a plea disguised as a plan—"Let's cut the scene and run the next one"—and Jonah answered with a short, dry laugh that was equal parts reassurance and warning.
The night grew late. Outside, rain started to tap a soft rhythm against the marquee, making a second, distant percussion line. Streetlights pooled in the puddles and made the alley look like something staged for a different play. The chestnut vendor packed up with a practiced sigh, humming a tune Jonah didn't know. A cat blinked on the sill above the stage door as if it had been following the whole affair as a spectator.
Then the stage did something Jonah had not expected: it offered a sound that was not quite a voice but not quite a machine either, an imitation of applause that had the right timing and not much warmth. For a moment the company felt flattered; the building was rewarding them. For a man who lived by the cadence of cues, that reward felt like a hook. Jonah realized, with a slow sinking sensation that had nothing to do with the ladder under his boots, that the theatre might be trading attention for the thing it seemed to value most—perfect performance.
He braced his hands on a batten and whispered, not to anyone in particular, "All right, then. We'll see what you want." He set his jaw, and the muscles along his forearm tightened like a promise. The work, at least for now, was clear: find how the house was getting its lines and decide if he could pry them back.

    
Under the Floorboards
Jonah dropped through the trap like a man falling into a pocket of a coat he had worn too long. The ladder squealed and the wood smelled of old varnish and kettle steam; for a second he missed the absurdity of the green room's chipped kettle, the one that claimed to whistle tunes for different directors. Below the lip of the stage the air was cooler, thick with dust and the faint caramel tang he had tasted the last time he crawled into Hollow Stage's belly. It was sweeter now, as if someone had burned sugar and let the fumes sit in the ribs of the place.
He switched his torch on and kept it low. Light in that narrow underbelly made things intimate and guilty; shadows sat like small witnesses. The ropes were a forest. They shifted where hands had worked them, where decades of rehearsals had rubbed them smooth; in other places fabric had been braided into fibers until a costume's hem was indistinguishable from pulley line. Jonah's fingers moved with the ease of memory—he threaded a sling, checked an eye splice, and felt the careful, pleased click of a good knot settling home. He liked the work because it responded. It was the only thing that answered him without compromise.
From above, Mae's voice floated down, a ribbon of sound. "Do you find anything edible down there?" she asked, which was Mae's way of being brave when she was afraid.
Jonah grunted and returned a half-joke down the throat of the stage. "I found a lonely prop biscuit. It looks at me like an old critic." He smiled even while his palms found damp wood and the occasional rodent droppings. "Tell Oz not to call the engineer yet. I'm not convinced a bobbin of wire can explain this." She laughed, high and quick, a sound that cracked something soft in his chest. It was the tone of someone who'd learned to make light of the dark.
Beyond the ropes the under-stage architecture uncoiled in unexpected ways. Old flats had been shoved into corners and turned into nests for paint tins; a child's prop pigeon dangled from a line with a feather caught in a bolt and looked absurdly regal. Jonah reached out and straightened it. "You're in the wrong play, mate," he muttered, then tightened a cleat and listened. The house told him things not with language but with weight and resistance and the way a rope hummed when it was under tension. He followed the hum like a map, letting his hands read a geography written in cordage and timber.
He moved toward the place where several lines converged and found something that made the back of his neck prickle: a small braid of fabric wrapped around a drum like a scarf left too near the radiator. Sequins clung to metal with the stubbornness of dried jam. Jonah plucked at one and watched a flaky film come away, the glittering edge reflecting the torch like a tiny mouth. He tried to joke about it—"The dowager's necklace has taken root"—but the laugh that came was short and edge-worn.
His fingertips brushed something else and the torch flared across a smear that could have been grease or something thicker, a resin that smelled oddly floral beneath the metallic tang. He had seen glue and fixer before, things that kept props together; he was trained to distinguish substance by smell. This wasn't prop glue. It smelled like burnt candy applied to wood and brass until the pieces had been lacquered into one another. He imagined an overenthusiastic stagehand years ago thinking: this will hold everything better. Or he imagined worse.
Jonah worked methodically. He climbed the crossbeams, knees pressing into splinters, and slotted a new shackle where a worn ring had once sat. When he eased a winch forward he felt an extra-tensile pull that wasn't purely mechanical; the rope answered with a cadence he had not expected. For an instant a phrase from above threaded down through the tie and jingled against his ear—Lena's line, clear enough that without the context he might have sworn an actor was putting her voice through the ropes. He blinked and the sound vanished like a dropped thread. The idea of the stage keeping people's words like coins in a pocket made Jonah's smile go brittle.
To clear his head he reached into the little cavity of light where the company's old costume scraps gathered and found, absurdly, an empty sandwich wrapper printed with the logo of a bakery three streets over. The bakery had a ritual of handing out tiny lemon loaves to anyone who'd worked with their ovens long enough; it had nothing to do with the mechanics of a theatre, and yet that same smell of citrus threaded through the underfloor. He thought of the vendor on the corner, of the lullaby his kettle whistled, of neighbors who put flowers at the foot of the marquee after a warm season. The world beyond the stage went on in its small, human ways, oblivious to the way Hollow Stage preferred perfect performances.
He crawled forward until his thighs burned and felt the under-floor tilt like the deck of a slow ship. There were pockets where scraps had been jammed into corners—gloves, odd lengths of braid, a child's hair ribbon with its elastic rotted to dust. Jonah's torch found a cluster where something had been used as a shim and forgotten: a knitting needle, an empty spool of thread, and a thin strip of leather with teeth marks in one end. He pocketed the spool like a soldier claiming a talisman. It had nothing to do with the problem, but it was the kind of small thing that told stubborn stories about people and time.
He reached a place where three main lines met at a drum that looked younger than the rest of the gear, its varnish newer, its iron heart less pitted. Around it someone had wound strips of costume braid and what looked like sections from old curtains. The braid had been stitched in places with thread that was too fine to belong to any technician's toolbox; someone had sewn pieces together like a patchwork that didn't want to be noticed. Jonah ran a rag over the drum and watched the rag come away sticky. He tasted the air like a mechanic tasting the coolant; it was sweet and wrong.
A sound came then, very low and close to his ear. It wasn't a voice so much as a cadence, a repetition that had the logic of a stage cue rather than of speech. Jonah grunted and wrapped two hands around a line, hauling it to feel how it moved. The rope's response was too articulate. It shifted in time with the rhythm he'd felt upstairs when Lena had folded; it made a small, obedient noise that felt like a sentence unfinished. He had fixed pulleys that behaved like this only when they were carrying weight that was both literal and not. His hands did not betray the chill that climbed him—he worked and listened and filed everything away like a man making a list for a storm.
Above, the rehearsal had become tentative, as if the players themselves had noticed the change in cadence and were inclined to tiptoe. Oz's voice floated down in clipped phrases and orders; he sounded the way men sound who have built their lives on making small, fragile economies function. "Keep it still up there. Keep her where she is. No props, no movement until Jonah says otherwise." That practical, soft command belonged to a man who had people depending on his sense of control. Jonah felt it as both anchor and pressure.
He called up, not wanting to sound more certain than he was. "Hold. Don't touch the drum lines until I see how they're seated." He felt the rope under his knuckles; it had a pulse he'd not felt before, like a throat under skin. Mae's steps thudded above and then quieted; she trusted his word like a small, stubborn truth.
On a beam a mold of a face, a prop half-formed and forgotten, stared at him with a hollow that might have been eyes. Jonah knocked it free and it rolled into the dark. The sound of it should have been funny, but the theatre had swallowed humor thinly tonight. Still, his hands worked with a mechanic's arrogance, certain that if he could read the thing well enough he could fix it. He threaded a short length of spare line through the drum's eye because he needed the motion of practice, the feel of action. In work he found the smallest faith: that physical things could be negotiated with and sometimes bent back into order.
His foot snagged on a coil of old rope and he cursed in the old, theatrical way—an oath that started with a ladder and meant: steady. The coil slid and a shadow moved where the light hadn't been a second before: a small square of reflected shine from a sequin embedded beneath a plate. Jonah knelt, pried gently with a flathead, and the sequin came away with a tiny, tacky sound. He held it up and the torch threw its face across the beam. It glinted like a liar telling a truth.
He kept working. He tied off a temporary hitch and braced his weight against a beam so he could ease the drum where it would not pull the lines tight. The aim was to create a margin of slack, a breathing room in a machine that seemed to be holding its breath. He had to move in short, careful increments; if a line took and found purchase elsewhere it might set something unseen in motion. His hands moved in the choreography of a life spent between sets and cue books. He used phrases like "take up," "ease off," as if the ropes themselves might understand the vocabulary.
A wet patter began overhead as rain started to find its way through the gaps in the marquee. The sound was ordinary and kind: wet on slate, a neighbor's radio in the distance playing some old violin tune through an open window, and the steady clack of the chestnut vendor folding his cart. The world made noise that refused to be theatrical. Jonah let it remind him he was not the only one in the world who kept rhythm. Even when the house tried to perfect the performance inside, life continued outside with its small, messy improvisations.
He found a junction box of sorts where ties from dressing rooms, from the fly-loft, and from a set of stage traps all converged. Someone had built a lattice of loops there, a weaving that made it harder to see where one line ended and another began. The weave had a purpose; it held direction. Jonah knelt and traced a line back toward the stage and another toward the loft. He followed the line that led away from the actors and toward the old vent stack that had been used for smoke effects. The vent had been a source of annoyance in production meetings—too smoky, took too long to clear; but no one ever suggested it might be anything other than a poor bit of stagecraft.
Now, however, a small rib of movement coupled the vent to the drum. Jonah could feel it with the flat of his palm: a vibration that wasn't merely air moving but an articulation, the way a bell might ring with a phrase. He rolled his shoulder and considered the implications. If the vent acted like a chimney it could carry more than smoke. It might carry the house's exhalations. He could imagine lines of speech being funneled into the night, carried away into the rain. It was a thought that felt like a bad joke until he reached for a rag and wiped his palm on a length of webbing that smelled of brass polish and citrus and found his glove tacky with a residue like old syrup.
Mae's face appeared at the hatch. She looked small there, haloed by stage light. There was something earnest in the way she waited for his answer, a trust that had grown from jokes and the way he had taught her to splice a line without cutting the strands too short. "Do you think we can stop it?" she asked, not in the register of someone making a plan but in the voice of someone hoping not to have to sell a mattress across the street because the troupe had lost the theatre.
Jonah did not have an answer that was comfortable. But he had hands that could make things, and that was the sort of certainty he trusted. He wiped the syrup from his palm and looked into the dark at the drum and the vent, and then he turned his torch toward the lattice and began to choose which line to follow.
He moved like a man possessed by a simple arithmetic: if a house holds a performance, it keeps the weight of that performance somewhere. If a drum collected the rhythm and the vent exhaled it, maybe he could follow the seams and locate the store. He threaded a fresh line through the eye of a middle sheave and started to spool it, slower than he would for any normal task, testing each inch for response. The rope hummed as it fed, and Jonah listened for the change he had felt earlier.
As he worked, he considered the absurdities of his trade. Stagehands were supposed to be invisible saints of theatrics; they kept the illusions intact and wore grease as a badge of humility. Outside, whole neighborhoods put on ceremonies that had nothing to do with the theatre—old men tending rooftop gardens, teenagers running night markets with lanterns and hand-painted signs. Those things were not part of this problem, but they anchored him. They reminded him that however much Hollow Stage wanted to smooth rough edges into applause, the richer life of the city was full of contradictions and compromise.
He eased the line and the rope sang a staccato that mapped to a phrase above. It struck him then that the house's hunger was particular; it wanted cadence, not words. It liked the regularity of the voice more than the meaning inside it. That made the thing practical in a way he could sculpt. If he could loosen the cadence, if he could introduce irregularity, perhaps the building would reject the performance as imperfect and stop binding people into roles.
He worked until his forearms throbbed and his ears rang with small echoes. The damp had turned the timber slick in places and the torchlight stung his eyes. For all the grime and the exhaustion, he felt alive in a way he hadn't allowed himself for years—alive in the thin, efficient focus of somebody who does a job with his whole body and leaves no room for theatrics when a pulley must unbind. "Hold the scene," he murmured up into the floorboards, where Oz's cadence answered with a clipped, "Holding." He paused, then added, in a voice with enough humor to keep from sounding desperate, "And keep the kettle off the track. I do not need another duet." Mae laughed in the wings, the sound like saltwater thrown at a wave.
At one point, seeking leverage, he leaned his shoulder against a beam and heaved on a line that had been braided with a strip of an old costume. The cord felt like it had weight beyond its mass, as if someone's rehearsal history had been spun into its fibers. He braced his heel, planted both hands, and pulled in a long, even motion. The drum turned and the rope coiled with a soft, obedient sound. The house answered with a faint, collective intake like a chorus inhaling.
For a moment Jonah allowed himself the absurd mental image of Hollow Stage as a miserly creature collecting applause like coins. In the same breath he imagined it hording the particularities that made performances perfect: a breath at just the right beat, a footfall placed with the patience of a metronome, a rustle of fabric that told an audience it was meant to be. He thought of Lena on the floor, reciting lines with the softness of someone who'd been given a script as a substitute bed. He felt something like anger and something like pity mix in his throat.
He found, threaded through the drum's mechanism, a strand that pulsed differently from the others. It had been woven from a narrow ribbon—Lena's ribbon, he guessed, because the color matched a scrap he had seen in her dressing room. His fingers hovered over it. He could cut it cleanly and watch the tension fall away like a bluff collapsing. But he did not take a blade to a thing that was threaded with a person's manner of breath. He did what he always did: he worked to make room. He unlooped and re-tied and threaded in a counterweight made from an old sandbag until the rhythm slackened by a fraction.
The slack was enough to make a phrase above the stage stumble. One of the lines misaligned slightly and the cadence broke like a mislaid step. The woman on stage inhaled oddly and blinked, fingers fidgeting as if she had woken from a dream. Jonah held his breath for a beat and then a little chuckle escaped from Mae as relief echoed through the floorboards. He felt, absurdly and fiercely, like a man who had just stolen something back.
But the house does not give up its appetites without bargaining. As the slack took and Lena's voice shivered, a longer, more complex movement began beneath his palms. The drum that had seemed young and varnished started to shift in ways that suggested a reserve. It was as if the stage had stored up an entire rhythm somewhere else and was now deciding whether to spend it.
Jonah tightened his harness and slid a hand to a safety cable. Then the thing happened—something small at first, a whisper that might have been wind, then a swell under the wood that moved through the joists with the weight of many breaths. The ropes tightened around his wrists with a curiosity that felt almost tender. He had seen strain before; this was not strain. This was attention.
He heard a sound above him that did not belong in a theatre: a voice that said his name. Not Lena's, not Oz's, not Mae's. The sound was inside the rope itself, threaded like a seam where cloth met rope. "Jonah," it said in a cadence that mimicked a stage cue, and the inflection was structured like a prompt for action. It was not a memory; it was address. He felt the compliment and the risk of being addressed.
For a moment he considered climbing back up and shutting the whole place and running. But the people above depended on him in a way that his loneliness had never allowed him to accept. Mae's trust was a small, stubborn weight. Oz's economy was a brittle thing with lives strung through it. The stage had spoken to him because it had figured out what he could do.
He tightened his grip, tasting the metallic tang of his own fear, and answered with a practical command more than a word. "Hold up there. If it moves, you call it. I will find the other end." He moved his torch to the hub and began to pry loose a strip of costume braid that seemed to knit the drum to the vent, his hands steady in the way that had always defined him. The house had offered its voice; Jonah would try to meet it with technique.

    
Call the Cues
The marquee glowed like a patient animal, letters patched with tape and love, promising a revival that smelled of lemon oil and ambition. Outside, the street had arranged itself into its usual pre-show ecosystem: a man selling chestnuts that hissed as they tumbled into paper cones, a cart of dumplings steaming under a yellow umbrella three doors down, and the old woman from the corner newsstand who sold playbills along with cigarettes and advice. The city's routine had no special interest in Hollow Stage's strange appetite; it kept trading in simple comforts. Jonah paused to buy a paper cone because the chestnuts were warm and because ritual steadied him more than caffeine.
Backstage, the green room was a congregation of last-minute nerves and cigarette smoke, the kettle on its fifth whistle of the evening. Mae had already boiled it into a superstition—she insisted each whistle corresponded to a version of the show. "Three whistles," she told him, tying her shoelace like it was a callback. "Three whistles means we get a good review or a head cold. It's always worth rolling the dice." Jonah smiled in a way that eased the knot in his chest. He liked her nonsense; it was the kind of small fiction that kept people upright.
Oz stalked among the flats with a paper cup he refused to set down, a costume half-mended by invisible fingers across his knee. He spoke like a man measuring a fragile ledger. "If we don't go on tonight," he said, voice low as if the room might overhear his panic, "we lose deposits, we lose faith, and we lose the theatre. This run needs to make numbers." There was an economy to his fear.
Lena, the company's bright center, moved like someone who had practiced being brave until it felt like habit. She caught Jonah's eye and offered a small, private smile—an assurance that she trusted him enough to let a person worry in her place. "You see anything under there?" she asked as if asking where he'd hidden his lighter. Her question was not technical; it was the small human check-in that made the troupe a family rather than a crew.
Jonah answered by ruffling the rope in his hand. "A little appetite tonight," he said, meaning the house. He didn't say the word hunger; he'd learned long ago that names could summon things.
The house began to arrange itself the way an attentive audience settles—anticipation folding into posture. Cues clicked into place like teeth finding a rhythm. Jonah walked his familiar route, touching cleats and drums the way some people pray. He checked brakes, listened to pulley bearings, and slid a splice into a hawser that had taken a bite in rehearsal. The fly-loft smelled of boiled glue and timber; it was the scent of the theatre's insides, and there was, he observed with a professional's detached astonishment, a seam of sugar still gluing sequins to a sector of a drum.
The first few scenes were smaller than perfection demanded; actors found themselves wobbling on the edges of their lines, improvising breaths where the house had expected a metrical intake. The audience laughed where a pause should have been; someone two rows back coughed a beat early. Jonah felt the building tilt its attention like a dog hearing a high whistle. It liked rhythm. It liked to shape human breath into music. The problem had never been noise; the problem was appetite for a particular perfection.
Oz kept throwing nervous glances at the wings and to the house. "We go on, we run through, we keep our heads. Nothing changes tonight because nothing changes tomorrow if we don't have a future to worry about," he told Jonah as if rehearsing a bargaining strategy. Jonah understood the ledger of fears. People ate theatre for money and for survival in ways he would not pretend to disentangle.
Mae was at his shoulder, a slender presence who held ropes like someone might hold the hem of your coat so you wouldn't get lost. She tapped a rhythm at his elbow with a small, chipped fingernail. "You sure you don't want to drop a line and make the curtain take a nap?" she asked with a smile that carried both affection and mischief. Jonah's laugh was a short, clipped thing.
"Sabotage is a vulgar art," he said. "And we've no budget for property damage. Besides, I think I can make the building play fair without embarrassing us." He meant it. He had decided—at least for the moment—to try the harder, kinder craft: repair the mechanism without destroying the home of everyone who depended on it.
The house had other ideas about kindness. As the audience filed in, the lights dimmed and filled the room like a held breath. Someone in the stalls sniffed theatrically; an elderly man near the aisle wondered out loud whether the ushers had remembered to turn on the fog machine. A critic in a raincoat sat in a corner and scribbled with a pencil someone had sharpened to the point of cruelty. Jonah felt the tension like a chord in his shoulders.
During the opening moments of the first act the house tightened into an almost unbearable focus. On cue, the lights landed with the fidelity of a practiced hand, but then a second arrangement of sound quietly replied, a counter-applause that wasn't loud so much as precise. It stitched the actors' breath back to them in perfect stitches. The actors sounded better than they'd ever sounded in rehearsal; their timing was miraculous; the scenery shifted with a choreography that suggested the building itself was following a stage manager's notes.
Jonah watched Lena deliver a line that had missed practice the week before, and her voice found a clarity that made the audience sit straighter. The applause that followed landed like a net. For a heartbeat Jonah felt a ghost of the lost stability Oz feared—this could be the run that saved them. Then he felt something else: the way the wood under his palm vibrated, an insistence that had texture and taste.
Down in the fly-loft he caught a rope's reply: a near-perfect imitation of a spoken line, translated into tension and vibration. It was as though the house were auditioning the performance for itself, then stitching what it liked into the mechanism. Jonah's hands itched to intervene. The choice lay before him again, like a split in a rope: compromise the theatre for the troupe's immediate safety, or risk everything by trying to coax the house into relinquishing its appetite by clever craft.
He climbed higher into the loft as the second act began, the boards warm beneath his boots, breath steaming in the narrow air. From downstage came the hum of the orchestra—two violins scraping like small birds—while from the street outside a vendor's radio played a cheap saxophone solo that the city loved for reasons Jonah had never been able to articulate. It was a detail that had nothing to do with their problem: a neighbor's musical taste spilling into the night, the city's indifference providing a thin, absurd chorus.
Jonah took stock the way a man in his trade does: locate the hub, inspect bearings, measure the slack. He found the same drum he'd been following, and this time the braid around it had been woven tighter. Someone—no, something—had reinforced the weave, stopping him from moving it easily. He ran a gloved thumb across the knot and felt thread that had been stitched by the touch of many hands, as if the theatre had been sewing an identity into its gears. Mae's voice crackled softly through an earpiece he had borrowed from the stage manager. "You okay up there?" she asked, and the tiny intimacy of her question steadied him.
"I'm fine," he lied with a kind of mechanical gentleness. He paused, feeling the building's attention notch higher. "Get Lena to improvise right before the big set piece. It's small—it'll throw the rhythm off. Hold the lights on the wrong cue if you must. I'm going to try to make room for the actors to stop being perfect." He was planning to introduce irregularity—an audible misstep that the house might reject as imperfect and therefore release the actors. It was risky; if the building punished imperfections by tightening its hold, they'd be in deeper trouble.
The theatre didn't merely resist his plan; it tried to bargain. As he worked his way around the drum trying to free a sheath of rope, a softness slid through the wood—like a pat on the shoulder—and a voice, not Lena's but shaped like her syllables, whispered praise he recognized in a thousand small affirmations: you knew how to splice; you always put the right knot in place; you have the hands of a man who could fix any problem. The flattery tasted like smoke and sugar.
Jonah grunted and shifted his weight, feeling the strain in every knuckle. He began to fashion a clutch out of two spare sheaves and a heavy shackle, rigging them into a makeshift friction band that he hoped would convert the drum's stored cadence into a release he could aim at the vent. It was clumsy and brilliant in the way improvised theatre tech must be: equal parts cunning and prayer. He wrapped webbing around the drum's circumference, ground the metal with a rasp, and set a sandbag under the mechanism to act as a counterweight he could dump when the moment came.
Above, the actors were being smoothed into a performance that made Jonah's teeth ache with something like grief. He could see Lena across the stage, the house giving her a clarity that made her eyes shine like stage lights. She mouthed a line at one point and then, as if something small had caught in her throat, she altered the cadence—a single stumble, precisely placed to Jonah's instructions. It rippled up into the loft as an inflection he felt more than heard.
Mae, downstage, snapped the light cue off for half a beat. The audience tittered, uncertain, then leaned in. The house recoiled like a thing offended by a deliberate mistake. Jonah felt the drum's tension become finite for the first time in weeks—less like a locked jaw and more like a muscle that had been given permission to unclench.
The manoeuvre bought them something but not salvation. The drum slacked by only a fraction, and with that small margin something the size of hope flickered. He hauled on the clutch he'd fashioned, hand callused and steady, trying to channel the spool's power toward the vent. Sweat made the webbing slick under his palms and the air smelled for a moment of burnt sugar intensified to the point of alarm. The house fought by sending a brighter light through the rigging—stage light that made his glove's edge glow like a falcon's talon. A ridiculous image—one of the absurdities he carried with him—flashed across his mind: the papier-mâché pigeon of the matinée, swooping into the fly-loft to demand a better dressing room.
The building's response grew more personal. A crackle of applause, absolutely correct in timing and tone, rolled through the floor as if the auditorium itself had clapped for his handiwork. Then Lena's voice came, layered like a harmony with an echo: "It's beautiful." Her face turned toward the wing, and for a breath she looked at him with a pleading that was not only for success but for mercy—for the theatre and the people who had nowhere else to go.
Jonah's palms tightened. The choice had not softened: he could slash the drum and ruin the mechanism, effectively starving the house but rendering the theatre barely usable for months; he could pull the clutch and hope to vent the stored rhythm without destroying the building; or he could step away and let the company have tonight, along with whatever cost the house extracted in private. He thought of Mae sleeping on a grease-stained mattress in a dressing room and of Oz's ledger with its desperate columns. He thought, with a new kind of bluntness, of what he had become if he let his skill be only a servant of convenience.
He hooked a knee over a beam and spoke into the earpiece, his voice a set piece of composure. "When Lena hits the third beat after the blackout, dump the sandbag. I can reverse the spool if I get the slack. If it tightens, cut the holding knot. No sudden movements from the company. Keep it human, not perfect." He felt the old clarity of the theatre's problem-solving light up; action, not theory.
The blackout came. Light gobbled itself, and for a moment they existed in the soft glow of emergency strips and the thrumming of a house at attention. Jonah hauled on his clutch with a hand that smelled of oil and lemon. The sandbag slid free like an animal loosed, and the spool began to turn the other way—grating, juddering, surrendering a cadence Jonah had mapped onto his bones. The theatre released something like a held breath; it shivered as stored lines unspooled.
Above, an involuntary and imperfect sound rose from the actors as their rhythm broke. The audience hissed in the way an audience hisses when it sees the workings of a trick. Someone shouted, somewhere, possibly a critic with an elbow nestling into the old cushions. But then Lena laughed—real, messy, imperfect—and it landed on the room like a small, dangerous benediction.
Jonah felt a surge of exhausted triumph. He had not destroyed the theatre; he had not let it swallow the company whole. He had used his hands, his bargaining with friction and weight, to make room for the messy human thing that theatre should be. He imagined, for a selfish second, the kettle in the green room singing a ridiculous tune of triumph. He almost told Mae so through the radio, but the house answered that almost with a change of tune.
A new sound threaded beneath the release, different from the earlier rhythms. It was not a cadence but a pressure, a slow turning deeper in the building's bones, as if Hollow Stage had been patient to collect a different kind of reserve. Jonah's breath tightened. He had moved a mountain of tension, but somewhere else inside the theatre another drum began to wind—one that he had not yet located. The house, he realized with a clenched mouth, had more rooms than pulley and more appetite than one spool could feed.
Mae climbed up into the loft, cheeks flushed, hair askew, eyes wide with that mixture of terror and triumph that only the young can wear without apology. "You did that," she said simply, and it was the truest compliment he had received in a long while. Jonah let himself smile, the kind that left tracks through tiredness.
He answered quietly: "We did it. But it's not over." It was a practical sentence: a blueprint rather than a prayer. He felt the stage looking at them like an audience deprived of its curtain call, and for the first time in a long while Jonah felt something else—responsibility more than the lonely competence of a man who could fix gears. Responsibility to the people whose lives hung on that stage's mercy.
The building breathed, and somewhere deep within it a new drum kept the patient rhythm of a withheld appetite. Jonah realized that if they were to survive, the final push would not be an act of sabotage but of skilled, risky labor. He tightened a strap on his glove and checked a spare ratchet. The final cue waited in the wings, and he could hear, faint as a score under rehearsal, the house whispering his name in a tone that was less an instruction and more an invitation.

    
Final Bow
Jonah had rehearsed the geometry of this moment in his head for years: which beam would bear his weight, which splice would hold when a drum tried to swallow an arm, how many turns the clutch needed to slow a spool without letting it bite. He did not expect rehearsal to feel like prayer. The alley beyond the stage door smelled of rain-damp paper and soy from a dumpling stall that set itself up every Friday, indifferent to the theatre’s emergencies; a neighbor's rooftop garden glowed with a ring of little salt lamps, and a child across the street yanked at a kite that now tangled with an advertising flag. Those small, indifferent constancies steadied him. He put his harness on with methodical fingers, checking carabiners, feeling for frosted teeth on the metal. Mae handed him a coil of new line with the solemnity of passing a crucifix. "No pressure," she said. "Just everyone's livelihood and our kettle's pride." He smiled despite himself. The papier-mâché pigeon from the children's matinee, the same ridiculous bird that had made a cameo in the loft months ago, dangled from a stray rope and bobbed like an embarrassed spectator.
Inside, Hollow Stage sounded like a beast waking: slow creaks and a long, deep vibration that threaded the joists. Jonah climbed to the loft with the same caution he'd used for decades—one foot on a rung, then a pause to listen, then another step. He felt the house's attention like the trace of a hand on his shoulder. The drum he'd last spliced at trembled under its load. To his hands the ropes felt cunning tonight: some wore smooth with the polish of constant use, some felt like someone had woven something of their voice into the strands. He wrapped the new line, set up a clove hitch then a more forgiving rolling hitch to allow for fine adjustments, and rigged a backup belay. His movements were all knuckles and rhythm—splice, tuck, whip—language he knew down to his marrow. Oz's voice came up the ladder, brittle and small. "Any progress?" he asked.
Jonah clipped himself to the beam and peered down. The stage glowed like a throat. "Progress," he answered, and in the way he said it lived the confidence of a man who had to believe his hands could answer the house. "I can make the drum cough into the vent, not into the people. But it won't be gentle." Mae put a hand on his shoulder—small, warm, and real. "You always pull the impossible out of the box," she said, and there was no theatrical flourish in it, only trust. "Don't get poetic with the gear." Jonah laughed, a quick, dry sound. "Poetry rusts the blocks," he replied and the absurdity landed like a soft coin in a cup. It was the kind of humor that tightened everything—a tiny rope in a big haul.
He set to work converting the main counterweight into a controlled clutch. The plan lived or died on how cleanly he could turn an instrument meant to hold a curtain into one that could bleed off a performance. He needed friction, a dumping point, and one way to get the house's stored cadence into the open air where it would dissolve in rain and traffic noise. He lashed a spare sheave to the drum, ground it with a rasp until the metal's burr would bite webbing instead of rope, and threaded the new strap through with deliberate, precise hands. Each motion was a physics class recalled in grease and muscle memory: the moment a spool passed over a lip, the vector of force changed; a sandbag at the right height would be a temporary sink.
The house did not appreciate being re-engineered. The walls answered him with an imitation of his own movements: a line slackened when he eased it, then would take up again with a small, petulant jerk. Somewhere heavy above the audience, an applause-like ripple thrummed the floor where chairs were bolted. Jonah's palms were raw from the rasp and the webbing; he could feel every ridge under the leather with a surgeon's intimacy. He kept working, carving just enough roughness into the clutch for it to bite when he wanted it to and slip when he asked. Mae fed him tools with an efficiency that was as comforting as a hymn. "You taught me the rolling hitch that caught my first window—remember?" she said, and the memory of a silly, small stage accident years prior lightened the strain. Jonah blinked. He had taught her more than technique; he'd given her a way to answer a world that sometimes unraveled.
The house tried a new tactic: flattery wrapped in an illusion. As Jonah sanded metal, he felt the theatre offering him a vision—a performance so immaculate it hurt the eyes. The auditorium filled in his head: a critic leaning forward, a television camera catching an angle that would make a critic swoon, an audience in rapt, unblinking silence and the promise of filled seasons and receipts that balanced in Oz's favor. It was a tempting image because it promised the safety that had been missing for years: rent paid, meals steady, the company whole. For a beat Jonah almost believed it would be mercy to hand them that perfection.
Then he felt Lena's voice—both live above and as the house reproduced it elsewhere—pulling him one way and the life in Lena's eyes pulling him another. She had been given perfect lines by the stage's appetite before; she had also felt the cost. In the damp loft, her face was a blur in the warmth of a light spill, and Jonah realized what the vision had been trading: not talent, not collaboration, but the small, stubborn mess of living with one another. He had to choose with the hands he had. He tightened the clove hitch and then eased it by a breath, a small decision Turner would have called the fulcrum between tragedy and farce. He didn't think in those terms. He thought in parts that might wear out and whether he could swap them without breaking everything.
He worked faster, detail by detail. He wrapped the clutch with a cross-weave of old curtain tape and new webbing, placed a burlap sandbag on the peg as a counterweight and clipped a quick-release to it with the delicacy of someone loading a rifle. Jonah's mouth tasted of copper and resin; his forearms trembled from holding up tension for minutes at a time. He hammered a small wedge so that when he needed, he could set the clutch to grind and then slip, transforming cyclical perfection into a ragged, exhaustible thread. In rehearsals he would have had three more hands; tonight he had Mae's voice and Oz's anxious cadence and the knowledge that a misstep would bind people tighter or tear a stage from its frame.
Above, someone in the audience laughed at a line that was not meant to be funny. The sound seemed to feed the house; a treacherous sweetness crawled along the joists. Jonah felt the spool tighten and the webbing hiss like a sleeping animal startled awake. He braced his shoulder and levered with one slow, patient pull, then fed the line through the clutch to see how it would behave. The device took the spool's temperament and converted it into the rasp he'd fashioned. The drum's voice changed, less a precise metronome and more like someone who had been allowed to stumble. It bought them length but not yet safety.
Jonah had planned the timing to the fraction of a heartbeat. Lena would break from the script on a small, private cue; Mae would mask the mistake with a light flicker, and Oz would hold the orchestra with the ferocious diplomacy of people who'd staged their lives on ledgers. Jonah would then reverse the spool and open the vent enough to bleed the rhythm outward rather than store it. The choreography depended on trust. It was less trick, more delicate alignment of people's breaths with the machine under the stage. He clipped the emergency belay to his harness and lowered himself to a rung that hung like a vertebrae, feeling the house's listening close and slick.
The wings smelled of spilled tea and makeup. Mazes of cables hung like ivy. He could hear Lena's voice in the distance, steady until it wasn't: the cue was approaching. Oz shouted a terse direction, and Mae's hand at the light board trembled with the thrill of being the one to break the perfect line. Jonah took the rope in both hands and felt the full geometry of it: where the weight would be shed, where the clutch would bite, when the sandbag would drop and leash the spool into a new orbit. He could almost imagine the moment as a cut of old film: slow, then unforgivingly quick. He wished for a less cinematic term. He did not want performances, he wanted people.
When the cue came Lena stumbled, a small, human flaw placed with loving cruelty. The house snapped at it like an offended animal. For half a second, the mechanisms above rattled with the precision of a machine that had been denied its meal. Mae hit the light, and the audience shifted; a few people hissed but most leaned in, delighted at the apparent improvisation. Jonah felt the drum tighten and then began the reversal; his palms rubbed by friction, he cranked the clutch, teeth set like a man drawing a bow. He counted under his breath in the old way—one-two, steady hands, keep the rope's face straight—and then he released the sandbag.
The sandbag fell with a practiced thud and the spool began to turn the other direction. For a delicious, terrible second it protested, as if the house tried to chase the phrase back. The tension along the lines became a clean, audible sound—wood on leather, steel singing a single badly tuned note. Jonah grabbed a secondary line and fed it in, the kind of two-handed work that wore calluses and required a spine of steel. The building responded by pouring out a string of applause through the vent, a sound that was almost literal—staccato claps that dissolved into a gust of warm air. The vent belched the collected cadence into the night like someone coughing up old words. Curtains rustled, dust fell in slow motes, and for a breath everything he had feared and planned for hung in the balance.
Then, abruptly, the cadence collapsed. The sounds that had held actors in place shivered into unrelated fragments—odd phrases like laundry jokes and a child's rhyme—then thinned into silence. Lena slumped, alive and gasping, and the actors toppled into the kind of messy, disordered breathing that meant they were exactly as human as they could be. The audience made a sound that was neither applause nor outrage but something closer to stunned relief. Jonah let the rope slide through his hands until it stilled; his muscles trembled with the work and the adrenaline. Mae clambered up to him, slick with sweat and eyes bright. She grabbed his forearm with both hands. "You did it," she said, voice small and enormous at once. Jonah only let out a breath and tried to smile. He tasted metal and lemon and the faint residue of burnt sugar from the drum's resin.
Oz pushed through the wings, face a map of disbelief and gratitude. He put both hands on Jonah's shoulders, not in the formal way of a director awarding thanks but with the blunt solidity of a man who'd almost lost a thing that kept him upright. "Head," he said, using the word Jonah had heard since he started on this stage—an acknowledgement of the job and the person who carried it. "I— God, I don't know how to— Thank you." Jonah felt the weight of that thanks differently than cash or promises; it was a human thing, thick and immediate. He shrugged and said in a voice used to little ceremony, "We didn't break it. We made it breathe differently." It was not a tidy victory, only a sentence he could mean.
The building did not die. It settled. The vents coughed out a final, ragged string of applause that dissolved in the rainy air like bread crumbs in a gutter. For a long time after, Hollow Stage sounded smaller, as if it had used up a reserve and was waiting to see if anyone would feed it again in the same way. Actors sat on the stage in a messy cluster—costumes askew, makeup smudged—and laughed at nothing, their laughter raw and human, fingering their clothes to learn if those garments still belonged to them and not to a drum. Someone in the front row who had been close to tears clapped slowly and then stood to leave. A few others followed, but most stayed, not to return a favor but because the thing they loved was alive and real.
Jonah eased down from the loft, hands shaking as he unhooked safety lines. He walked across the stage and found Lena half-wrung out and laughing at a ridiculous joke Oz made about a critic who had once fainted at opening night. The absurdity of that old, small humiliation broke through the tension like a hand through paper. Jonah sank onto the edge of the stage and let his heels brush the floor. Mae came and sat beside him, their shoulders just touching in an accidental and honest contact. For the first time in a long while, Jonah felt the current of belonging move through him—not theatrical warmth but the steady, stubborn warmth of a team who'd survived a thing together.
They began work immediately. This was the theatre's way: repair as ritual. People swept dust into neat little piles, handed out tea that tasted faintly of lemon and soot, and tested ropes for strands that would need replacing. Jonah taught Mae a finer splice, the one that would hold under the change he'd forced through the drum, and she watched his hands with the kind of attention that made him feel less invisible. Oz moved like a man who had been given a second ledger to fill—he squirrelled away plans and called mates to help mend torn seats. Lena pulled off a sequined cuff that had welded itself to a pulley and swore in a way that made them laugh. The absurdity of the pigeon—somehow now perched on top of a lighting bar—drew a round of jokes about Jonah's newfound avian accessory.
They cleared the worst of the fused costumes and set aside pieces that might be saved; a hem had been threaded through a pulley groove and had to be carefully freed. Jonah used a narrow blade and a pair of pliers, and the work required equal parts tenderness and force. He taught people what to hold steady and where to put their weight, how to treat the stage like a living animal with a sore spot. It felt like medicine. Outside, the rain had stopped and city noise crept back; a radio two streets over played a tinny pop song and someone in the doorway clapped twice for the workers. It was a noise unrelated to the main battle and therefore curiously, stubbornly comforting.
By morning Hollow Stage looked like it had been given a rough shave. There was a faint smell of burnt fabric and metal polish. The vent they'd used to bleed the house's appetite now had a mesh screen and a measured damper Jonah had fashioned from spare sheet metal; it would let air out but not take the shape of a phrase again. It was a crude solution and not a cure, but it would buy them time to make better choices than letting a hungry mechanism feed on people. They had decisions to make: boards to replace, schedules to rework, the question of whether certain mechanisms could ever be trusted with a human voice again. They argued a little—on how to fund repairs, on whether to alert the city to potential hazards, on who would sleep in the green room that night—but the quarrels were ordinary and mortal and therefore oddly encouraging.
Jonah stood onstage once the crew had scattered to sleep, holding a chipped mug of weak coffee. The stage lights were off but for a small emergency strip that made a halo on the dust. He thought of the choice he had made to use expertise rather than cudgel, of the hands that had trusted him and the ones that had awoken gasping when a drum let go. Mae popped up with two paper cones of chestnuts, the same vendor's warming scent following her like an auditory bookmark. "We could charge admission for the pigeon," she said, and Jonah smiled because it was good to have stupid plans again. He held out a cone and she accepted it like a treaty.
Lena came up behind them and leaned on the proscenium, looking at the stage as a person might look at an old friend who'd been sick and lived. "Will it go hungry again?" she asked, not accusing but wary. Jonah considered the question in the terms he knew—mechanics, torque, slack—and in terms he had learned on the job: people could be persuaded into habits. He did not know if the house had been satisfied or merely sated for a while. What he did know, with a slow warmth that filled his chest, was that they had traded perfect ease for imperfect survival, and he'd rather hold that mess. "It might," he said honestly. "But we've got more than just fixtures now. We've got each other." Lena smiled without ceremony and reached to straighten his collar like a small domestic gesture; it felt like an anchor.
When he left the theatre, Jonah walked past the vendor's empty cart, the city waking into errands and small chores. The marquee still sagged a little, lenses of light missing, but someone had shifted a bulb and it blazed with a crooked persistence. He thought of the vent and the mesh he'd hammered into place and of the drum that would need more careful work. He thought of Mae's eager hands and Oz's rough gratitude and Lena's honest laugh. On the corner someone had stuck a poster to a lamppost for a block festival, bright colors and a promise of chaos. It was not the tidy next act he might have imagined in younger fantasies, but it was a scene he could commit to: people, imperfect and breathing, clearing up their own mess.
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