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Upstage Hearts
Marcel Trevin
In a weathered neighborhood playhouse, meticulous stage technician Rowan keeps sets aloft, ropes tidy and a temperamental papier-mâché goose in line. When a downtown offer arrives on the cusp of opening night, Rowan must balance a career choice with the practical care he gives the people and places he loves.
ProseHub


    
First Cue
First Cue
Rowan moved through the Crescent Street Playhouse like someone who had memorized every sigh the building could make. He felt it in his palms before he heard it: a slack splice where a rope kissed rust, a pulley that whined the way an old dog did when you woke it too early. His flashlight cut a narrow circle across dust motes and the faded gold flecking on the proscenium arch. He checked a cleat, eased a counterweight, listened for the faint metallic after-note that told him a system had settled and not conspired against him.
He had an unromantic, very practical love affair with things that held each other up. Knots answered to him in ways people rarely did. The theater's fly room smelled like rope and lemon oil, with a stubborn background of coffee from the diner next door—a scent that arrived like a promise every morning when the cook at Mabel’s pushed the window open to fling cinnamon steam across the street. It was a small ecosystem: a kettle at daybreak, a cast of eccentric neighbors, a pigeon that nested under the cornice and hoarded gum wrappers, and on certain Sundays a young woman who sold custard tarts from a cart near the tram stop.
Rowan tightened a belaying pin and heard the telltale honk.
It was not a graceful sound in a theater washed with metaphors. It was an enormous, indignant honk—Gerald the goose—half-papier-mâché, half-engine, all personality, somewhere above the stage, mid-gesticulation. Gerald's painted eyelids flicked. A layer of stuck tissue feather fluttered free and drifted down, landing on Rowan’s shoulder like an unsolicited compliment.
“Not now,” he muttered, because the goose had a flair for timing. He clipped a safety line onto his harness, rolled his shoulders and climbed toward the catwalk while a chorus of rats, old bulbs and memory boards hummed beneath his boots.
He could have taken a different life. The email from Southbridge Repertory—polite, crisp, full of dates and potential—sat in a corner of his phone and buzzed in his head like an incense candle he had not yet chosen to blow out. For now, though, the theater needed him; the show needed him. And when you were used to making things hang in air, there was a peculiar comfort in gravity obeying you.
At the top of the ladder, between the rigging and the dimness, Nell Park's laugh cut through the hush. She appeared like a sunlit interruption, carrying a bundle of sketches under one arm, a thrifted coat with elbow patches under the other. Her arrival softened the shadows. He watched her set her ideas down on a folding stool with the casual authority of someone who practiced a different kind of engineering—one that coaxed people and scenes into becoming something unexpected.
The first words she spoke were not about the fly. They never were with Nell. She announced, with the distracted fervor of a person who habitually started smaller fires she intended to manage with marshmallows, “I want the goose to cross on a line of light. Think of it as a bird in mid-conversation with a streetlamp.”
Rowan blinked. The goose honked again with perfect comic timing.
Theo, who had stationed himself by the lightboard and been appointed the theater’s unofficial cheerleader, called, “Bird meets lamp—classic tragicomedy!” He was draped in a sweater vest with a hole in the elbow that he insisted on calling character.
Nell's eyes found Rowan, sharp and open. “Can we do that?” she asked, not exactly pleading, but not entirely neutral either.
Rowan leaned over the rail, fingertips tracing the grooves of worn metal. “We can. Depends on what you mean by ‘cross’ and whether you want live feathers or confetti.” He heard the practical cadence in his voice and felt a small, private amusement at how it surprised him that his chest warmed at the sight of her bent concentration. He moved with the decisiveness of someone used to calibrating weight and counterweight: he slotted a spare trim chain into place, adjusted a purchase, flicked a small switch that rerouted a motor away from an old stress point. He tested the line with a dummy load—an unassuming canvas bag—and the pulley rolled steady and true.
Nell watched him like an audience discovering a subtle joke, smile growing. “You read pulley like poetry,” she said.
“Only when the stanza's safe,” he replied.
The exchange wasn't dramatic. It wasn't meant to be. It was the kind of intimacy that edged in through shared work: the way someone's shoulders loosened when another person's hands were making the world safer. For Rowan, care arrived through torque and fit, a language without metaphors. He tightened the last bolt, wiped his hands on his jeans and glanced up at Gerald, who seemed to have closed both eyelids in an attitude of theatrical disdain.
“You're both hopeless,” Theo declared from below, then called up, “Also, someone left half a bagel on the stage. It's getting stage time; we should bill it.”
Nell laughed; Rowan felt a small, conspiratorial warmth at being included in the joke. It felt dangerous and simple all at once.
They ran a quick safety test: lights dimmed, a hush fell, and the goose swung with a little flourish that sent a paper feather fluttering straight into Nell’s hair. She pretended annoyance, but she did not brush it away. Instead she peeled the feather out slowly, as if reading the tiny, ridiculous script life had handed them.
“Coffee after?” she asked, as the test ended and crew members began to gather tools and exchange notes like a small, well-drilled army.
Rowan hesitated—not because he didn’t want to go, but because calendars and offers had teeth. “I’ve got to run a line check downstage,” he said. It was not a refusal; it was a maneuver. He could finish and meet her.
The kitchen across the street where Mrs. Alvarez bought her bread every morning closed shop at ten, but the night air carried the echo of their routines. A lamppost outside wore a ribbon in observance of the street’s summer kite festival; it fluttered despite the stillness, a patient resident of Crescent Street that had seen more openings than actors had. A neighbor three doors down—a retired tram driver—kept a vintage kettle in his window on cold nights as a signal that he’d boiled water and would gladly lend sugar. These were the small civic customs that had nothing to do with one's professional prospects but everything to do with belonging.
Rowan dropped the stage stairs and wandered along the backstage corridor, fingers trailing along painted flats as props were moved, smelling a combination of latex, paint thinner and caramelized onions from the diner. He checked lanyards, tagged harnesses, and tightened a lashing that had a hairline fray he hadn’t noticed earlier. His movements were precise; he worked like someone who fixed things because they could not bear them to be otherwise.
Nell found him by the stage door with two steaming cups cradled in a paper carrier, their rims fogging in the cool air.
“You took forever,” she said, handing him a cup that smelled faintly of clove.
“You know I calibrate my patience,” he replied, accepting the cup. He felt the warmth sink into his palm and into his chest in a pragmatic sort of way. “So. Light and goose?”
“We’ll do both. And Theo insists on a confetti surprise for act two. He calls it catharsis.”
“Of course he does.” Rowan’s lips twitched. “I’ll design a controlled confetti release. The goose gets dignity and the stage gets cleanup.”
Nell elbowed him. “You make it sound so heroic.”
Rowan had long ago accepted that heroics at the Crescent Street Playhouse were measured in cleanliness and the absence of injuries. He finished his coffee and watched the streetlamp ribbon flitter against the sky, thinking of the email on his phone with its neat, hopeful schedule. He slid his thumb over the screen and then put the phone back in his pocket. There would be time for decisions. For now, there were bolts that needed fastening and a bird that refused to be anything but dramatic.
Rehearsals over the next week became a choreography of small miracles. Nell approached each scene with a taste for the improbable: a kiss staged under a tilted brick arch, a monologue that required a blackout and a sudden, perfect shaft of light, a curtain call that, in her mind, was an act of communal consecration. Rowan supplied the physics to those ambitions. He built a trim that let a brick arch lower on a whisper. He rigged a soft-focus wash to fall on the actors' faces without bathing the audience in uniformity. His work was rarely celebrated in speeches; it was, instead, the quiet thing that kept the play from unraveling.
There was humor in every corner. Gerald developed a penchant for stealing stage tape and leaving it in tender little nests near the props table. Once Gerald’s internal motor, which one could only describe as temperamental, sputtered at the worst possible cue and expelled a puff of confetti that landed in the salad bowl of the stage manager. The cast laughed until the stage manager—stenting decorum—laughed too. It was the kind of absurdity that became fondness.
“Rowan,” Nell said one evening, watching him string a safety lanyard through a precarious grommet, “you should know the touring company in the west is looking for someone who can do the kind of quick-set engineering you do. They want nimble, practical thinking.”
He didn’t flinch. He tightened a knot, tested the friction with his thumb and the rope's pop answered him like a trusted friend. “If they call, tell them I'm busy.”
“You’re a master of diplomacy,” she teased, and her voice was warmer than he'd expected. There was something in the way she said ‘master’ that made him feel both seen and mildly ridiculous. She folded her arms, watched his hands, traced the cadence of his work with her eyes. “Seriously. They'd be lucky to have you.”
Rowan smiled at the flattery, then ducked behind the catwalk to check a motor housing. Theo leaned over the rail and, with the serious face of someone ready to deliver a bad but well-meaning pun, announced, “If Rowan joins the west, someone will have to teach the pigeons new scripts.”
The joke landed softly. Laughter, in the theater, was its own kind of safety.
There were small, domestic details that had nothing to do with career choices and everything to do with living in the neighborhood. Mrs. Alvarez, the theater's owner with a penchant for floral headbands, brought in empanadas the night the set for Act Two arrived. She kept, in a battered biscuit tin, a drawerful of spare buttons and ticket stubs from the first curtain the little building had ever seen. The diner next door ran a weekly special called the Crescent Stack—pancakes with a smear of apricot jam and a candle for any birthday. No one used the candle for anything solemn; it was tradition to flick it like a tiny lighthouse.
That week, Rowan found himself staying later than usual. He stayed because he enjoyed the rhythm—because late-night rehearsals tuned like a living instrument and he liked playing his part. He stayed because Nell laughed easily at jokes that demanded equal parts absurdity and tenderness. He stayed because Gerald, having taken a shine to the prop department’s hat collection, looked deeply ridiculous in an old bowler and it made him laugh in a way he had not for years.
One night, after they'd run the scene where the arch lowered and two actors froze in mid-confession beneath a single orb of light, Nell came up to him on the catwalk and tapped the rail. She was standing close enough that he could feel the warmth from the theater lights on the side of her face.
“You ever think about leaving?” she asked abruptly.
He tightened a cleat until it sang. “Sometimes,” he said. He did not elaborate. His hands knew how to answer questions his mouth skirted; they were an honest organ.
Nell hummed. “Would you tell me if you did?”
“I’d try to.” He fixed the rope, took a breath, and then said, “Why?”
Her eyes slid to the stage below where actors stepped off breath and exhale like currency. “No reason. Just wondering.”
Her curiosity wasn't a trap. It was a small, undeniable fact that she cared. Rowan found that the thought of the city on his résumé felt less like a promise and more like a set of loose nuts in his pocket. He couldn't nail it down and be certain it wouldn't rattle free. For now, he chose to tend to the things that could be fastened.
Work soothed him. Physical labor was a kind of prayer. He crawled into tight spaces, threaded the rope through a throat of metal, and coaxed stubborn motors with the patience of a surgeon. Each solved problem left him steadier. He derived a straightforward sort of affection from seeing a system finally behave. When a stage door refused to close properly and threatened to bang open during a blackout, he unbolted, shimmed, and re-hung it so subtleties wouldn't betray supper-time illusions. He hoisted a raked platform alone when the crew were otherwise engaged in a costume crisis and felt the satisfying tug of balanced weight.
On a Thursday evening, with rain pattering at the windows like applause, a producer from the Southbridge Repertory sent a follow-up message. Its tone was brisk and encouraging; it requested an in-person chat next Friday. Rowan read the message while fitting a new pulley block and felt the sentence fold oddly in his chest. The timing overlapped with opening night. He let the phone rest face-down in his pocket and kept working.
He told himself he would make the choice when the time came. But the message had teeth and, like a nervous animal, kept gnawing. When he came down to the lobby, he noticed a small flyer tacked to the community board: a notice for a neighborhood clean-up, coordinated by the tram driver's club, promising hot cocoa and a prize for the most creative reuse of ribbon. Little rituals seemed to pile up around him like safe steps.
That night, as he finished securing the final piece of Act One’s rigging, Nell hopped off the stage wearing her raincoat backward because she'd been distracted and, in the process, had put a mitten on her ear instead of her hand. They both laughed at the domestic absurdity of the mistake. “You wear your warmth oddly,” he teased.
“You wear safety oddly,” she shot back. “But we fit.”
They did. It was a modest, earnest fact.
As the week pushed forward toward that Friday, the theater became a hive of detailed adjustments. Seams were reinforced, gaff tape portions were reduced to tidy strips, shoes were polished in corners, and Mr. Alvarez—no relation to the owner—insisted on a window display of paper stars that he rearranged each night to make them face different directions. The cast began bringing dinners that smelled of cumin and sugar, and after a long run-through, they all sat on the floor with mismatched mugs and gave impromptu notes like enthusiasts at the best book club that involved tripping cues.
Rowan orchestrated silent rescues of props that toppled, re-tied harnesses on weary shoulders, and demonstrated a new quick-release that made a scene change look impossibly smooth. He moved with a rhythm that was mechanical and affectionate. Whenever he worked, Nell watched from the wings with her hands folded in front of her like a conductor waiting to cue. Sometimes she would scribble something in the margins of a prompt book and then roll it into a tiny, triumphant fist.
There were moments of absurd levity. Gerald took a shine to one actor's scarf and smuggled it into the fly loft; the actor, a tall man with a tendency to overshare about his exes, found his scarf replaced with a polite note reading, “Temporary stylistic reassignment—signed, the Goose.” The note was in a child’s scrawl and had the effect of a soft punchline. Theo declared it the most theatrical theft since someone once replaced every usher’s flashlight with battery-operated candles that smelled faintly of lavender.
And then, one night, the commercial theater's calendar arrived—an in-person interview date. It was as if a stage direction had slipped into his life: choose Thursday or stay. The day of the meeting overlapped with the week of opening night, and the calendar's neatness felt like a lever pulling at the center of his chest.
He still didn't tell Nell. He took apart a winch, cleaned the gear teeth with a toothbrush and oil, and tied a full hitch that he left like a tiny, competent signature. That evening, they practiced the goose's entrance and the way the light would catch its papier-mâché brow. Gerald honked once, as if in approval. Rowan laughed despite the hollow of anticipation that hummed under his ribs. He greeted the noise with the kind of breath that smoothed skin: he had saved many small things before. He had hands that knew how to act.
The week folded toward opening with all the electric tension of a Broadway curtain, only smaller, more neighborly. On Thursday night, after final tech, the crew lingered and passed around slices of a lemon tart Mrs. Alvarez insisted on sharing. The tart left a thin, sticky film on their fingers. Outside, Crescent Street glowed with shop windows and the tram driver across the way set his kettle on the sill as if to salute them.
Rowan stayed late, walking drills through his head and tightening a few last fasteners with fingers that were raw from work but steady. The Southbridge Repertory sent a confirmation message for their meeting on Friday morning. It was polite and impatient. It asked if he could make it. The message sat on his phone like a stage prop that had to be used at some point in the play.
He pocketed the phone and resumed his tasks. Actions calmed him—measured, intentional, useful.
Nell found him crawling beneath the stage to check a platform bolt. She lay down on her belly and peered at him through the gap, hair flopping toward the sawdust and paint chips like a sunbeam lost in scenery.
“You look ridiculous,” she said, and it was an entirely loving indictment.
“You look like you’re plotting,” he answered.
She smiled. “Maybe I am.”
“You should plot something theatrical, not criminal.”
“You’re not fun.”
“I’m responsibly fun,” he said.
She giggled and then got serious for a breath. “Do you want to know something ridiculous?”
“Only if it involves Gerald.”
“It does.” She kept her voice conspiratorial. “He keeps bringing little notes in his mouth. I think someone’s teaching him to fetch reviews.”
Rowan snorted, and a laugh came out of him that was almost a sound of relief. He heard it and thought, for a sliver, that it might be possible to carry two lives: the one that moved heavy things and the one that leaned in for coffee and laughed too loud at the diner’s specials. He tightened the platform bolt with a final turn and climbed up, palms matching the metal's coolness to his skin. He felt the phone buzz—a reminder from the Southbridge calendar. The two realities pulsed like two actors in different wings, both waiting for their cues.
Outside, a loose ribbon snapped against the lamppost with the kind of punctuation mark the neighborhood favored. Gerald honked from somewhere above, a small, comic punctuation of his own.

    
Full Rehearsal
Full Rehearsal
The week slid into a groove that smelled of sawdust and wet pavement; rehearsal schedules hung on the bulletin board like small proclamations everyone had agreed to obey. Rowan arrived early on Monday because he liked the quiet of a building that was still pretending to sleep. He moved through the wings with the practiced economy of someone who could map a room by touch. He listened for the particular metallic whisper that told him a drumhead was loose or a pulley was beginning to edge toward trouble. Routine had teeth, and he liked its bite.
Outside, the street had its own rituals that had nothing to do with plays: the tram driver boiled a kettle in his window every evening and kept a string of mismatched mugs on the sill so neighbors could borrow sugar; the custard vendor at the corner—who sold custards so creamy they seemed to apologize for their decadence—started leaving a small sample at the stage door on tech nights. Those details knotted the place together. They were not plot points. They were comforts.
Rowan tightened a splice and heard Gerald the goose’s engine cough. The papier-mâché bird, absurd and oversized, was currently outfitted with a new battery-driven motor Theo had insisted on programming himself. Around the light board Theo offered a running commentary as if he were narrating their own ridiculous variety show. “If the bird develops opinions, I’ll have to consult its agent,” he announced, voice cheap with drama.
Nell appeared with a clipboard and a rain-scarred folder of diagrams. She had the look of someone who believed in miracles but also carried a very serviceable pencil. “We’re trying the mid-stage crossing tonight,” she said, voice bright. “It should look like a thought: the goose is remembering a joke.”
Rowan snorted a laugh. “A sentimental goose. That’s novel.”
She leaned across the rail and watched him test a line. “You can make it look like a thought?” she asked, watching the way his hands worked as if they were reading a separate language.
His fingers threaded a tiny shim into a motor housing and he answered without looking up. “I can make it look like a thought that won’t fall on anyone.”
She smiled in a way that made the fluorescent paneling seem warmer. “That’s the version I’ll sell to my actors.”
He liked that she wanted the world he built to be safe and imaginative at once. It made the work feel like an honest devotion.
The rehearsal room became an organism pulsing with cues and small, precise gestures. Actors learned to time breaths; stagehands learned to move as if shadows had been assigned them. Rowan orchestrated the mechanical heart of each effect. He calibrated the goose’s traverse, timing the pickup so Gerald would arc over a single lamp and dip his papier-mâché head as if bowing to the streetlight’s dignified glare.
They ran the sequence three times. Each attempt grew a fraction smoother. Theo, stationed like a sentry at the light desk, delivered color notes with the solemnity of someone suggesting paint swatches at a funeral. Gerald, for his part, developed a taste for scarves. Sometime during the third run he made off with the assistant stage manager’s merino neck piece and retired into the loft, muffled honks escaping from under the wool like a bad radio.
“Rowan,” Nell said softly when the run finished, “the touring company in the west is scouting technicians. They look for people who can do fast rebuilds and nimble problem-solving.” Her eyes were curious but not expectant; she was delivering information, not a demand.
He wiped his hands on his work jeans, watching Theo clamber after Gerald with a fishing pole made of broom handles. “If they called, tell them I’m committed,” he replied, and the answer was deliberate, not because of true conviction but because telling the truth felt like opening a door he might not be ready to walk through.
“You always say that,” she teased. “But you also fix things in ways that make me believe you like doing it.”
He shrugged. “I like things that stay where they should.”
Her laugh had a comfort to it; it was small and companionable, not meant for anyone else. It was the kind of sound that could anchor a day.
They worked in tandem more often now. Nell would propose a bit of improbable staging and Rowan would translate imagination into torque and tension. He invented a safety bridle for Gerald out of spare sash cords, a trick that looked like a feathered flight but redistributed weight so that the bird’s motor would never overtax the line. He built a fail-safe quick-release out of belaying pins and a borrowed trim chain, a solution that pleased him because it was elegant without being ornate.
Theo returned to the light board triumphant, scarf in hand and wearing a hat he swore was not a hat but a character choice. The hat made him look like a small, earnest villain from a farce. He thrust the scarf toward the stage and made an announcement. “Return of the merino, rescued from the maw of avian piracy!”
The absurdity attached to the place like confetti. It loosened them.
After the run, they gathered around the prop table and ate custard cups Nell had purchased as a treat. The neighborhood’s rhythm pushed through in small ways: outside, a window lit with a kettle, the tram driver waving at them through the glass; above, someone had strung tinsel on their balcony to prepare for the neighborhood kite festival, bright strips snapping now and then in a lazy wind. None of that had to do with the show, but it made the evening less sharp and more like belonging.
“You ever want to go on tour?” Nell asked between spoonfuls, but the question felt casual, more like a new topic to consider than a challenge.
He tasted the custard and found himself answering honestly in the way that comes when you’re hungry. “Sometimes. When the show is done I like to see if my work travels well.”
She nodded. “I think the people you build for would travel to the edges of maps if you told them it was safe.”
The compliment landed somewhere soft and unfurnished inside him. He didn’t know how to receive praise that peeked at the shape of his life rather than the output.
As tech week wore on, rehearsals grew longer and the rhythm tightened. They ran act sequences in full now, blackouts and reversals, the goose’s flight and the arch’s descent. Rowan rechecked fasteners as if they were promises that could be renewed. Each night he matched bolts to weight, balanced counterweights and listened for the whisper of a good seam. His hands moved in clean, economical choreographies: he knelt, levered a jammed track free with a pry bar, threaded a stubborn rope through a block with a practiced flick, and tightened a sheath with a palm-heavy twist.
One night he discovered a hairline split along a newly installed counterweight rail that had been added to allow smoother transitions for the arch. The split was fine, a crack more of metal fatigue than catastrophic failure, but it made his stomach drop the way a dropped cue did. He taped the measurement in his head and marked it with chalk, but he left the temporary fix until the morning because crews needed sleep and the theater had the peculiar habit of asking for both speed and patience at once.
During that late run, Nell and Rowan rehearsed a complex blackout that required the arch to lower in perfect silence while a single shaft of light traced a line across the stage. He adjusted the brake on the new rail and added a secondary safety line—an extra sash cord looped and belayed to a pin that would hold if anything faulted. He worked with an urgency that was all hands and no overt sentiment, the kind of urgency that kept people from thinking of the what-if beyond the immediate repair.
“You put an extra line in,” Nell observed while the cast awaited the cue like actors gathering their courage.
“I did,” he said. “It’s good to be redundant.”
She peered at the setup and then at him. “You’re not just redundant. You’re a good kind of redundance—like guardrails for people.”
His mouth twitched. “I like the idea.”
She leaned closer and, in a voice meant only for him, added, “I like you.”
Rowan’s hands stilled on a belay. The lightboard operator flitted a warning. He looked up and met her gaze. The room seemed too small for the sensation that swelled and then settled into something like a promise.
The cast took their marks and the lights went dark. For a moment everything was only breath and wire. Then, in a movement rehearsed and rehearsed again, the arch lowered in its whisper. Gerald crossed midstage and dipped under the lamp in a motion that made the audience—had they been there—feel like they’d witnessed something unexpectedly tender.
They ran the scene twice more; each pass tightened the map of the moment. Between runs Nell and Rowan traded small corrections—arm higher, pause there, breathe into the line—and the dialogue was less instruction and more a conversation of bodies. The intimacy of that exchange was practical and luminous. It drew a quiet line from one person to another.
Later, after a long sequence when lights dimmed and the stage smelled of hot glue and the actors’ sweat, Nell pulled him aside with a conspiratorial grin. “A director friend of mine might have an assistant slot on a regional tour. She’s not sure yet, but there’s a chance.”
The chance sat between them like a lamp you didn’t know whether to turn on. He felt the floor level of his expression drop into careful neutrality. “She’s great,” he said. “If she asked.”
Nell watched him for a long beat. “You’d go?”
His hands found a rope to coil because hands answered her questions better than words. “It depends on the terms,” he said. “I like tending things. I like knowing what will happen if I pull here.”
She took his meaning and let it rest without pressing. “I want you to know—if something comes, I’ll understand if you go. I won’t stop you.”
The generosity in that statement was sharp and gentle. He wanted to say something that would make the decision easier—but the decision had teeth. It was not only about distance and schedule. It nudged at the edges of how he thought about being needed.
On Wednesday an older couple from the audience came backstage to bring Mrs. Alvarez a pie that smelled of rosemary and lemon; they stayed long enough to tell a story about an actress who once got the wrong cue and improvised a monologue that saved a premiere. Stories like that circulated in the theater like spices: necessary, warming, and not always directly connected to the plot. They kept everyone feeling rooted.
That night they experimented with a quick-change that required Row­an’s particular brand of clever cruelty: a trim had to slide, a flat needed to tuck, and a cloth had to vanish into a trap without making a sound. He sketched a solution with a pencil on a scrap of prompt book and then built it. He threaded cord through a snatched pulley, made a bridle with knotwork that cinched with a breath, and rigged a catch that released with the gentlest of tugs. When it worked the cast whooped and clapped him on the back in ways that made him flush with the odd, bright heat of being collectively appreciated.
Theo announced that he would write a sonnet to the quick-change and dedicated it to Rowan, reading dramatic lines about levers in a voice that made everyone laugh. Gerald responded to the applause by honking loudly and ejecting a small paper feather from his undercarriage. The feather landed into Nell’s mug of coffee with remarkable timing and made her sputter into a laugh that was part surprise and part delight.
When the night wound down, Nell walked with Rowan to the stage door. The street smelled of ozone and frying; the tram driver’s kettle steamed like a lighthouse. A few of their neighbors were still up, rearranging paper stars on a balcony in preparation for the weekend festival, each star aimed with the seriousness of someone aligning a compass for the weather—an act of domestic ritual that had nothing to do with technical rehearsals and everything to do with belonging.
They paused in that small shared world. She looked at him. “Tell me if the west calls,” she said quietly.
He folded his hands into his jacket pockets like someone hiding tools. “I will.”
She looked at him a long time after that, then nodded once and stepped into the night.
Thursday arrived with a rain that made the theatre’s roof sound like applause. They ran through Act Two in full: lights, sound cues, the goose’s pratfall, the arch lowering and then raising, the confetti cannons timed so they would not fill any faces. Rowan moved from point to point like a conductor of things that made no noise unless they were wrong. He lubricated a stuck trim with mineral oil, replaced a nicked pulley wheel, and re-threaded the goose’s tether with the calm precision of someone who understood that a single misstep could become a story that would not be kind.
There was an added pressure now because the Southbridge Repertory had sent a polite follow-up to the email Rowan had received. They wanted a meeting on Friday morning, they said, if he was available. The calendar invite blinked at him when he checked his phone between cues. He slid it into his pocket like a mood ring and tried not to let its glow determine the tightness of his breath.
That evening they attempted a complicated scene-change where the arch and a platform had to move in opposite directions, threading actors through a seam of dark like a needle through cloth. He had installed a new counterweight rail earlier that week to make the platform travels smoother. He had checked the metal and re-bolted the clamps. He had told himself he had done enough.
Midway through the rehearsal, as actors moved and cues snapped into place, a thin, exasperating creak came from the rail—an alien sound among all the expected noises. For a heartbeat no one registered it; a shadow can hide in applause. On the next pass the creak returned as a whisper and then like a throat clearing. One of the stagehands stopped and glanced up. The arch shuddered at a point where it should have glided.
Rowan felt the world compress. He abandoned his clipboard, climbed a ladder with a speed that scoured the air of its warmth, and reached for tools. He found the split he'd seen three nights earlier had widened under the weight of repeated travel. The rail, newly installed and arrogantly clean in its metal, had taken on a hairline fracture that betrayed his oversight. He stuffed a wedge of composite and tightened an improvised clamp, then ran to redistribute weight with a spare sash cord and belay.
The fix held. The platform stilled. The actors froze mid-breath and then, after a suspended instant, took their cue and the scene continued. There was applause—relief smeared thin like lacquer—followed by an exchange of whispers. Rowan felt a heat of embarrassment that was not slaked by the crew’s grateful slaps on his back. He had done the right thing by acting; he had also missed something that could have been worse.
After the run, Nell found him on the catwalk, leaning against a brace and wiping his hands on a rag. She had a flashlight in one hand and a towel slung over her shoulder like a small, practical banner. She didn't ask for an explanation. She climbed up, sat beside him and, without saying anything, passed him a paper cup of warm tea she'd grabbed from the kitchen.
He took it and looked at her. The tea was a small, resolute comfort.
“You patched it,” she said finally, and the words were both report and soft evaluation.
“I did,” he said. He set the cup down and rubbed at his knuckles where the composite had scratched him. “It was a split. I should have noted it sooner.”
She reached out and brushed a smear of oil from his wrist with a fingertip that left a print of clean on work-darkened skin. “You fixed it,” she said again. “That’s what matters.”
He wanted to accept that reassurance fully, to let the weight of it quiet the small, sharp sound of guilt inside him. But he also felt how quickly the world could change from night to night. The Southbridge meeting pinged on his phone again, a white rectangle with a time and a polite tone. He had not told her about it. The decision seemed to gather its claws around his throat at the precise moment he needed to breathe.
Nell watched him for a long moment. “You didn’t tell me about the interview,” she said, not with accusation but with the simple fact of someone trying to gather information the way one might gather firewood.
He thumbed at his phone in his pocket and then met her eyes. “I wanted to be sure I wasn’t saying things I’d change,” he admitted.
She exhaled a small, theatrical breath. “Fair. But I’d rather you tell me sooner. We’re in this together, in a small way.”
He smiled, wry but honest. “I know.”
She leaned her head against his shoulder for a second—brief, not performative—then pushed herself up. “Tomorrow’s the last big run before opening,” she said. “We’ll see how smooth everything feels. Whatever happens, we’ll handle it.”
He wanted to believe that. Her confidence was a kind of scaffolding. But the phone buzzed another reminder for Friday and the elevator between options had already begun to move.

    
Scene Change
Scene Change
Tech week had a way of making every small thing sound like an omen. The Playhouse exhaled in timetabled gusts: a spotlight warming, a motor finding its angle, a grip securing itself with the soft baritone of a clerk stamping a ticket. Rowan arrived before the crew, moving like a person who calculated weather by the bend of a lamppost. He ran a hand along the rail and felt the faint thrumming of a line he’d inspected twice already; metal remembered strain even when people forgot it. Outside, the tram driver’s kettle sang on its windowsill—an old habit of signaling the neighborhood was awake—and the custard vendor had left a tiny paper cup on the stage door with a hand-scrawled note: “For techs. Eat, then fix the world.” It was the sort of detail that had nothing to do with counterweights and everything to do with belonging.
He climbed the ladder to the loft with the mechanical confidence of someone who had measured risk in rope and brake for a decade. Gerald the goose lounged in the fly loft like an insult to gravity, feathers askew, a length of thrift-store ribbon tangled on a wing. Theo, arriving with a bag of mismatched gloves he insisted were theatrical props, announced, “Morning! If Gerald starts reciting critiques, I’ll unionize him.” His voice carried a tone that made Rowan half-smile and then tighten a splice; humor and work were a braid here, one strengthening the other.
Rowan ran through the list: check bearings, test motor, hand-wind the arch once and listen for that sweet, consistent friction that meant things would move as intended. He found the place he’d marked three nights earlier: a hairline split along the new counterweight rail. It was not dramatic at first glance—a dark seam in metal, pale as a scratch—but under repeated travel and the extra weight of their ambitious set pieces it had a way of widening like a small worry that keeps finding new things to nibble at. He tapped it, taped a temporary shim and chalked a note: monitor. Then he tightened another bolt and moved on. Doing the small, practical things kept panic small too.
The full technical run was scheduled for that evening; the theater smelled like paint, hot glue, and the lingering sweetness of custard. Actors padded about in rehearsal clothes, a chorus of shoes on stage producing rhythms that were as much about staying loose as keeping time. Nell arrived with a folder tucked under her arm like a talisman; she gave Rowan a quick look that was less question than signal—she wanted the goose’s cinematic crossing tonight. He watched her as she rehearsed a line with an actor, her hand sliding through the air like someone tracing invisible scaffolding. They had an unspoken shorthand: she would suggest the impossible, and he would find a way to attach it to reality.
They ran Act One twice, thrice, until muscle memory creased the cast’s movements. Theo manned the light board, narrating color choices like a man choosing paint for the ocean. Gerald, true to form, developed an unfortunate taste for the stage manager’s scarf and smuggled it into the loft, leaving a ransom note written in a child's crayon: “I am a bird. I demand applause.” The absurdity made people laugh and exhaled, melting a little of the strain away.
Between runs, the neighborhood’s other rituals bled in: Mrs. Alvarez’s neighbor walked by with a tray of rosemary biscuits, offering one to anyone who needed something to eat; a cyclist threaded the street with a basket of paper stars—leftovers from the kite festival—that he offered to children as boons. These were not part of the show—they were the show’s context. For Rowan, they were the small, steady reasons to keep a place worth defending rather than a stepping stone to somewhere else.
On the third run, the chamber filled with a focused hush. They were practicing the arch-lowering, Gerald’s crossing, and a blackout that needed to be the quietest moment of the night. Rowan stationed himself at the rail with a list in his head and a set of belaying pins at his belt. He had set an extra safety line after his earlier worry, a redundant cord looped into a belay and cleat that would take half the load if anything played false. It was the kind of redundancy he liked—mechanical affection.
As the arch slid, the goose sailed across the shaft of light, and the illusion worked: Gerald arced like a memory, dipped as if to whisper to the lamppost, and everything felt precariously, triumphantly perfect. Then a thin creak threaded the air. At first it might have been a ribcage of a windstorm or the building settling; then the creak repeated, sharper. One of the techs on the floor glanced up, frowned, and that was how the theater learned a sound could be a kind of trouble.
The arch shuddered. The platform that should have descended smoothly faltered and then, like a breath caught mid-sentence, stuck. Nell was on that platform. There were actors beneath it who couldn’t move. Lights cut from precise to raw. Panic found small voices and then bigger ones. “Hold your places!” the stage manager called, but the word hold refracted when something was swollen with its own mass and would not agree to stillness.
Rowan felt a cold, clear strip of calculation run along his spine: the crack had widened. The extra line was holding marginally, but tangles of sash cord and a half-latched quick-release snarled in a knot that made mechanical whispers sound like roars. The platform hung above the stage, a reluctant moon, and on it Nell sat with her hands bunched in the folds of her jacket, eyes sharp and steady.
For a second everyone hesitated in their roles like actors who had forgotten a cue. Then reality demanded gestures: the director muttered dryly that this was not the kind of surrealism she’d intended; Theo tried to extract Gerald from a pile of scarves and by accident pulled the bird’s ribbon free which hooked on a light and sent a small shower of sequins across the stage, an absurd confetti that landed like punctuation. Laughter bubbled out of the edges of fear, because theatre had learned to laugh as a counterweight.
Someone said, “He’s up there.” It was an observation that was both literal and not. The commercial theatre’s polite email that had been waiting in his phone all week suddenly felt obscene—like a glossy poster for a vacation the moment the ferry sank. Rowan felt the lever of a choice—the meeting on Friday and a job that smelled of clean circuits, versus the immediate need to get Nell down without turning a piece of set into a noose. For a moment his hands itched toward his pocket, toward the device that might lead him away. Then he shoved his phone into his back pocket like a compass one had decided to ignore.
“Nell,” he called, voice steadyer than he felt. “Can you move your feet slightly toward the center?”
She smiled a tiny, wry thing at him. “And make everyone onstage look like they’re holding onto a tragic secret? Sure.”
It was the kind of joke that kept edges soft. She trusted him enough to speak in levity, and he trusted her enough to act. He checked his harness, clipped a safety line to his belt, and started to climb.
The ladder bit the air under his gloves, rungs familiar and patient. He ascended into the fly space where ropes hung like a forest and lights made the dust look like constellations. He felt the building’s heat, the smell of wet wood and hot glue, and somewhere below someone sang quietly to quit the rattle of their hands. On the loft he pulled tool pouches from a hook—screwdriver, crescent wrench, a coil of sash cord, several belay pins that looked like polished daggers. He also took an old trim chain; it had a nick but its links were honest. He stripped the chain, threaded it into a block and considered it like a language.
“You don’t have to do this, you know,” Nell said, voice close enough that he could feel the air move with her words.
“I know,” he answered, hands already working. He chose words like knots—short, decisive. “But I will.”
She laughed, resuming that quiet courage of hers. “Don’t be dramatic about it. I’ll give you notes on your belay technique later.”
Theo tried to help from the light desk, offering up practical nonsense. “Should I cue a soft drumroll? Dramatic tension is improved 27% with drums.” His voice broke on the joke; the crew laughed despite the situation. The absurdity kept them human. Rowan looped a sash cord through a cleat and fed it around a belaying pin to create a quick purchase; he set a temporary purchase so he could transfer load away from the rail and onto a dead-hung point he’d known for years.
The entanglement was worse than it looked from the floor. The quick-release latch that engaged the platform’s travel had jammed against a frayed loop of rope, and a counterweight strand had looped through a block in a way that made any single pull dangerous. To lower the platform he had to make the system talk to him in a voice that said, okay, we will yield if you speak kindly and forcefully in the right accent. He rigged a two-to-one purchase with the trim chain and a borrowed block, creating mechanical advantage so a single hand could control a weight that normally required three.
His fingers worked in a choreography he’d practiced in calmer times: he fanned the chain through a snatch, wrapped a tail around a belaying pin twice to hold it, then ran a safety cord through a redundant anchor. It was improvisation stuffed with experience; his mind paused only once to think of the Southbridge calendar pinging in his phone. The choice had shifted from hypothetical to immediate. He couldn't send an email from a height.
From the platform Nell watched him with a steadiness edged in something he didn’t want to name. “Rowan,” she said softly, the syllables sifting through the lights. “If I die on your watch, I will haunt you by rearranging all your toolboxes.”
He smiled despite himself. “That's a very practical vengeance.”
Her hands found a piece of rigging by instinct and wrapped it around an armrest; she was not panicked. She had stage training—an understanding of weight and danger that let her act usefully even when suspended in the air. Their jokes were a small rope between them, thinning the height.
He tested the purchase gently. The trim chain groaned in a new cadence and the platform twitched, cleaving an inch out of its defiant height and leaving a residue of cheer from the actors below. The system responded when spoken to in proper force. He sent a slow, steady feed of chain through the block, easing the platform like someone unwrapping a fragile parcel.
Then something absurd happened: Gerald, whose motor had been idle, kicked the old rope he’d been perched on. It slipped free and sent a tangle of costume feathers into the fly space. A plume floated past Rowan’s ear and smacked the beam like a small flag. For a breath he nearly laughed, because a feather should not be part of a rescue plan and yet it seemed to punctuate the theater’s stubborn, ridiculous heart. Theo shouted, “Feather! Target acquired!” and then immediately coughed as if he'd said too much. Humor kept them loose and efficient.
The platform lowered another foot. Now, however, the counterweights started to hang at an odd angle—the spoiling factor was friction in a block that had seized on grit. Rowan swapped a pin for a smoother one, then rerouted a strand so the weight could roll free. He used his foot against a pulley plate to steady himself, his calf muscles burning, and threaded a new belay that robbed the system of sudden shocks. The actors below muttered stage directions that were suddenly profane; their language became a rope of its own, practical and immediate.
Halfway down, something shifted in the rigging: a snag in a rope that had lain dormant for years freed itself with the noiseless bitterness of something long suppressed. The platform lurched and swung a degree too far. An actor’s hat toppled into the void like a small, tragic comet. For a second the world teetered on the edge of music and disaster.
Rowan braced, feet anchored on a catwalk with a harness that felt like a second skin. He applied micro-adjustments to the purchase, easing the platform back into a steady, cautious descent. He unclipped a spare sash cord and lashed it to a dead-hung pin, transferring a portion of load off the pitted rail and into the building’s old, reliable bones. It was a practical theft—stealing capacity from history to save a present.
Nell called down with a little grin. “You're doing it with your usual panache.”
“Panache is a maintenance issue,” he replied. His voice was strained but under control. He felt the rope burn bite the side of his palm and salted his teeth with the metallic taste of adrenaline. The cast below quieted in that way humans do when they know someone is balancing the exact moments between catastrophe and a story they might someday tell badly.
Slowly, inch by inch, the platform came down. The theater held its breath like a child listening for the last tooth to come out; when it touched stage with a soft, finite clunk there was a small, involuntary cheer that made the plaster ceiling feel like it could applaud. Nell climbed down the platform with the practiced grace of someone used to taking cues, unhooked her safety line and kissed Rowan’s cheek with a sideways, half-daring motion that was equal parts gratitude and mockery.
He climbed down after her. He was dusty and there were fine white scratches on his forearms where the composite had chewed him, but he felt a steadiness under his ribs that had nothing to do with the adrenaline and everything to do with usefulness. The crew swarmed in that ritualistic way—hands on shoulders, quick questions, jokes about how he’d made it dramatic for the press. Mrs. Alvarez hovered with a towel and a look that was part maternal incredulity and part business proposal; she’d already started mentally composing a fundraising letter named “The Night Our Technician Beat Gravity.”
Theo, never one to be quiet long, produced a crumpled scrap of whatever he’d managed to sculpt into verse and read, “To the man who threaded the sky—may all your knots hold true.” The cast laughed and then clapped; the sound was celebratory and humble at once.
After the bustle quieted, Nell found Rowan in the wings wiping oil from his hands. She cupped his face with a careful tenderness that was more about study than ceremony, thumbs working at the smudges as if they were rivets to be smoothed. “You’re ridiculous,” she said, which in the theater was praise.
“You’re flippant,” he countered, and it was not insult but recognition. He looked at the place on the arch where he’d made the temporary clamp and felt a small, private responsibility uncoil and settle like a stitch. The Southbridge calendar pinged again in his pocket; the polite invitation was a bright, remote bird that insisted it could travel to meet him. He slid the phone out, read the message, and then, with the decisiveness of someone who could coax geometry into obedience, he swiped the time into a folder marked Later.
“You stayed,” Nell observed.
“I stayed,” he said. The answer felt easier and truer than he’d expected. He’d chosen immediate care over distant polish, and the choice had weight. It had also made a future easier to imagine: one where he could be needed and not erased by it. He let the theater’s small absurdities settle around him—the tram driver’s kettle still singing its thin song, Mrs. Alvarez muttering about press angles, Gerald honking twice as if signing off—and felt, for the first time in a long while, that the option to belong might be built as much from bolts and belays as from confession.

    
Lower the Curtain
Lower the Curtain
Opening night arrived like a held breath released. The Playhouse hummed differently; its usual backstage murmurs sharpened into crisp orders, compliments and last-minute costume adjustments. Outside, the neighborhood offered its usual chorus: the tram driver’s kettle sang on the sill like a lighthouse, and the custard vendor had tied a paper ribbon around his sample cups as if they were little celebratory flags. Mrs. Alvarez swept into the lobby wearing two kinds of headband—one floral, one sensible—and announced, as if launching a vessel, that they would greet the audience with the sort of pride reserved for small boats that had learned to sail.
Rowan moved through that bustle like a conductor for things that rarely spoke. He checked lines one last time, listening to a metal choir in which bearings, pins and pulleys took up their measures. He tightened a bolt with a torque that felt like punctuation, threaded a spare sash cord through a newly freed block, and re-routed a light cue with a quick splice that made the board operator blink in approval. His palms smelled of rope oil and lemon from the box of hand towels Mrs. Alvarez insisted on keeping by the rigging. The smell anchored him more securely than the polite calendar invite still tucked into the back of his phone.
Theo bounced in with the air of someone who’d been given permission to narrate a legend in progress. “Tonight’s the night our goose gets its Pulitzer,” he declared, which earned him a chorus of groans and an affectionate shove. Gerald, tucked into the loft like a theatrical dinosaur with stage fright, honked once—deliberate, resonant—and a scrap of loose ribbon fluttered down and caught on Rowan’s shoulder like a ridiculous medal.
Nell found him between the rope trees and the light bank, eyes bright and fingers stained with script notes. She touched his forearm in passing—small, efficient—then tucked a stray feather behind her ear, a motion that looked both absurd and elegant. “You ready?” she asked, voice steady as the center of a glow.
“I’m as ready as anything that involves pulleys and papier-mâché can be,” he replied. The exchange was spare and familiar; it carried the easy intimacy of people who’d learned to talk by doing things for one another. She smiled, and in that soft lift of mouth something that had been tentative for weeks felt, for a half-second, like an agreement that needed no signatures.
The house filled. Lights warmed in the auditorium until the red velvet of the seats looked like something carved from hospitality. People shuffled, coughs punctuated rehearsed lines, and the air tasted oddly like lemon custard and stage dust. The agent from Southbridge Repertory had come, introduced by a mutual friend who trusted good technicians more than glossy résumés. He took his seat in the third row, notebook closed as if he were there to watch mechanical poetry rather than people. He watched Rowan the way someone studies a watch to assess its make.
Rowan’s phone buzzed once in his pocket, polite as a hand on a doorknob, and he left it there. He preferred to be reachable by pulley than by ping right now. For him, decisions were tools, not oracles; they behaved better when handled. The final checklists were executed with the quiet authority of a surgeon sweeping an operating room; last-minute costumes were adjusted, the confetti cannons were armed with a frugal optimism, and Gerald, for reasons of his own, found and wore an old bowler hat belonging to the props stash. It suited him in a way that made everyone laugh and then, as if the mood required it, take their jobs more seriously.
The overture began and the world narrowed to cues. Rowan sat at the tech desk, hands a steady presence over sliders and switches, eyes scanning channels the way a watchman scans horizons. He fed out light fades with the ease of someone who’d rehearsed them in the dark of his mind. He checked the goose’s traverse with a tap that made the motor wake as if called by name. In the wings, Nell delivered a line and then turned to him without spectacle, mouthing a quiet “thank you” behind the safety of a stage mask. Her gratitude was not theatrical; it was practical and solid.
Midway through Act Two a sound made the hairs at the back of Rowan’s neck lift; something in the soft-weighted drum of the set piece had decided to complain. It was subtle at first: a stutter in a motor where fluid should have been smooth, a small shiver in a cardinal rail that made the arch wobble minutely. He listened like someone does when a pipe coughs in a house they love: quick to act and reluctant to panic.
Before he could climb, a discreet puff of confetti misfired from one of the cannons, a prelude to a worse mechanical mood. Small glittering squares peppered the front rows, but more concerning was the way a lighting truss—an old iron backbone that had taken many loads—let out an offended creak and drooped a fraction too low. A front wash that should have slanted across the stage now grazed the actor’s cheek, and the quick change beneath the arch risked being revealed to an audience not paid to see the seams.
Rowan didn’t think in paragraphs; he thought in levers. He rose, heart pumping in exact tempos, and moved forward. He climbed a ladder tucked in the wing like a man stepping onto a familiar spine. His hands seized a snagged safety line, shifted a load, and unspooled a quick bridle of sash cord with a speed that was not showy but was decisive. He clipped into an anchor, braced one knee against a rigging plate and threaded a secondary purchase to take weight off the drooping truss. His fingers found knots as if they were old friends in need of comfort.
Below him, the actors continued—because the point of live performance is that life goes on—and Nell, though she saw what he was doing, kept her rhythm, lending the piece the improbable grace only trained focus can make. The audience, caught between spectacle and the invisible labor that held it up, mistook the slight light change for artistry. Rowan worked to make sure it stayed an illusion rather than a demonstration of the building’s limits.
His muscles burned from the climb and the tension, but his movements were precise: he rerouted a slotted block, he adjusted a jaw clamp with a crescent wrench, and he threaded a temporary snatch to equalize load. He spoke in short orders to the stagehands below—names, not explanations—because onstage, clarity beats rhetoric. “Pin it! Two-to-one purchase on the stage right block! Let the captain know!” he called, and hands obeyed. They were a chorus trained by praxis.
When he trialed the load, the truss settled into a respectful angle and the light softened into the intended wash. There was a collective, quiet inhalation from the wing; it sounded like a single being deciding not to die. Somewhere nearby Theo made a small, unwise vow about dressing Gerald in reflective safety gear. Laughter, in such moments, behaves like a reserve parachute.
After the final bow—after applause that rattled the front of the stage and filled the Playhouse’s rafters with a neighborly roar—Rowan found himself led, in a subdued yet enthusiastic parade, to the green room. Mrs. Alvarez thrust a tower of lemon tarts toward him with the force of someone offering both thanks and a contract: eat or be shamed. Cast members patted his back until he might have mistaken it for applause. The Southbridge agent approached, smile properly impressed, and made small talk that was simultaneously professional assessment and genuine gratitude.
“You kept a house of moving parts from showing its joints,” he said, which was as close to a compliment as a technologist might receive without being reduced to an anecdote. He folded his palms like someone offering a proposal that arrived wrapped in politeness. “We’d like to talk about an engagement. Our schedule could use someone of your… sensibilities.”
Rowan’s first instinct was to say yes because rehearsed life often dresses offers in neatness. But the night had already given him a kind of proof: that his hands mattered here. He could try on a city job like new gloves, or he could fit the gloves into his own life. He felt, rather than reasoned, that answers should be engineered—measured and practical. He excused himself with a tidy bow and sought out Nell.
She was by the stage door, thumb tracing the lip of her cup, hair feathered with confetti and pride. She looked at him with the same careful intensity she'd developed while watching him hold the truss. “He mentioned you,” she said, voice even.
“I know,” Rowan replied. “He offered a schedule that starts next Monday.”
Nell’s jaw worked for half a heartbeat—a practiced director’s micro-expression—then softened. “And you?”
He shrugged, a mechanical gesture. “I can do it. But not without doing something else.” He said it practically because it was the only language with which he felt comfortable. “I’ll accept a consultancy arrangement. I’ll freelance for them for specified runs and keep the Crescent as my base. I’ll train a deputy, draft rigging charts, share quick-release methods. In return, I ask for a clause: a guaranteed minimum of Sunday–Thursday at Crescent so I can keep this company safe.”
Nell listened without interrupting. When he finished she looked at his hands—the calluses, the faint scratches—and smiled. “You negotiated with a toolbox,” she remarked, in a tone that was both teasing and deeply fond.
They found the Southbridge agent again amidst the confetti and lemon crumbs. Rowan laid out the plan not as plea but as engineering: a schedule that allowed both mobility and rootedness, scope notes for when he’d be away, and a training plan for a deputy who would be paid and held accountable. He offered to consult on their next three seasons in concentrated blocks and to provide Crescent with a technical audit that would be part of the fee. The agent, who had come expecting a technician’s charm and left with a technician’s blueprint, listened with an unusual quiet.
“That’s precise,” the agent said finally. “It’s sensible. It makes the most of your skill.”
Rowan nodded. He believed in the work he could give—both here and away—but he disliked compromises that exploded into absences. His solution was a trade of time and competence; it was not sentimental, nor was it cold. It was what it was: a plan that let him act without erasing the life that had taught him to act.
Nell squeezed his hand in the middle of the negotiation, a touch that read like an unspoken endorsement. When they shook on the terms—no dramatics, no contractual sonnets—Mrs. Alvarez announced that they should celebrate by repainting a door and buying a new clamp. The suggestion was perfectly practical and perfectly ridiculous; they laughed and agreed.
The next morning the neighborhood felt like something reconciled: the tram driver boiled his kettle and this time set out an extra cup, the custard vendor rolled his cart with a new batch of samples, and a cluster of kids strung another set of paper stars across the balcony. Rowan and Nell walked past the theater while the city yawned into sunlight, hands sticky from tart and the residue of busy fingers. They talked of small plans—not vows—about what touring could look like and how they could keep the Playhouse’s heartbeat even when one of its keepers was gone for a fortnight at a time.
There was no sudden romance of grand promises. Instead, there were calendars, travel windows, and a deputy’s name to finalize. Love, in their case, was an engineering problem solved with affection and logistics.
Before the curtain closed on that chapter, there was one more absurdity to mark the victory: Gerald, whose bowler hat had been lost in the confetti fray, had managed to collect a string of tiny paper stars and had them draped around his neck like a festive boa. He honked, as if offering a benediction, and Theo snapped a photo that would later appear in a neighborhood newsletter with the headline: "Local Goose Decorates for Success."
Mrs. Alvarez drafted the fundraising letter she’d been hinting at—“A Night We Kept the Roof From Blushing”—and the community rallied faster than they often did for anything that involved both pride and pastry. The Playhouse scheduled short tours with guest spots at two nearby venues; the Southbridge engagement contracted Rowan as a freelance tech lead for select runs, with travel windows that fit the clause he’d negotiated. The plan was flawed and beautiful, like a hand-tooled stage prop, and it fit well enough.
In the waning light, Rowan and Nell stood backstage with flour on their palms and grease under their nails. The theater smelled like lemon and rope. He brushed a confetti speck from her cheek and found in that small, foolish gesture a quiet conclusion that felt like progress. They didn’t solve everything; they fixed what they could with the tools they had and then learned to trust the rest to one another. Gerald honked once more, an absurd punctuation to the ordinary, and they lowered the curtain together.
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