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Guest with No Voice

––––––––
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NAIMA BELL ARRIVES with the storm.

Fog Harbor isn’t on most maps—just a breath between mile markers where the road lifts over tidal grass and the air smells like pennies and kelp. The cannery squats at waterline, windows blacked out, corrugate roof stitched with old tar. Someone has hung a lantern over the side door. It swings when the rain comes sideways, drawing a wet circle on the stairs and a smaller one on the welcome mat: PLEASE DON’T TRACK GLUE.

She can’t say hello. Her doctor’s orders live on a card in her wallet and again on her phone: VOCAL CONSERVATION—LIMIT WHISPER, NO PROLONGED SPEAKING. It feels like holding a breath through a long tunnel. Behind her, the rideshare’s taillights smear into red watercolor.

The door opens to a man with careful eyes and a knit cap pulled low. He doesn’t fill the doorway; he measures it. “Forest,” he says, touching a finger to his chest. She answers with a nod and the small smile she’s learned to use in place of charm—polite, not bright. He steps back, letting her pass. The lantern’s light folds into the smell of hot metal and tea.

Inside is all angles and comfort: black-draped stages on rolling decks, sandbags like sleeping dogs; a row of DSLRs leashed to tether lines; a corkboard grid with big yellow magnets—SHOT / FAB / ANIM / COMP. The roof ticks. Somewhere, water hurries through a pipe.

Forest doesn’t offer a hand. He offers a rule. “No open drinks on stages. Lids only.” Then, softer: “Welcome to Driftwood Workshop.”

Naima lifts her phone, thumbs a sentence, presses play. The text-to-speech voice is small and precise. Thank you. I’m honored to be here.

His gaze flicks to the phone, then back to her face, and for a second she thinks he’ll flinch at the synthetic sound. He only nods once, approval or acknowledgment, she can’t tell.

“Tour?” he asks.

She follows him past a pegboard that glitters with bulldog clips and miniature C-clamps, past an island of green cutting mats dotted with thread clippings like confetti, toward the open office where a kettle fogs the window. On a rolling whiteboard someone has drawn a tiny rain cloud next to the words Lantern Weather.

Forest taps the board with the back of his knuckles—a habit, maybe a superstition—and the sound is soft and hollow, like a knock on a guitar. “We keep it simple,” he says. “One short. Eight weeks. Everyone breathes.”

She wants to say I don’t know how to breathe unless I’m working. She wants to confess that she only agreed to guest-direct because her throat burned when she tried to laugh, and her agent called it a hiccup and then a pattern and then a problem, and her body—her instrument—felt like a job she’d been doing wrong in secret. She types instead: Show me the reel? and a second later, Please.

He hesitates just long enough to feel like care. “We’ll get there,” he says. “Power’s spotty tonight. Generator’s fickle.”

A siren of wind runs over the roof, rain changing register. Forest glances up as if he can read it. “Storms shift the harbor Wi-Fi. We keep the leica offline.” Another rule wrapped in a reason. She can work with that.

He pours tea into a chipped mug and pushes it across the counter to her, then adds a second mug beside it with a lid and a label: NAIMA. The label maker tape sits next to the kettle like a pet. “House rule,” he says, the corner of his mouth almost smiling. “If it has your name, you’re less likely to glue it to a set.”

She holds the warmth in both hands. Her shoulders descend a fraction. Through a glass-in-wood door, she catches a narrow stage lit to dusk—a paper porch, a window, a tabletop lantern the size of a walnut.

She points. Forest follows her finger with his eyes, then nods. “Shot zero twenty-three,” he says. “Breath at the window.”

She types Breath matters most and lets the phone speak for her. He looks at the words, considers, then does something she wasn’t expecting. He slides a small spiral notebook across the counter and a stub pencil. “For silence days,” he says.

She writes, print and careful: Thank you. And below it, smaller, I’ll use this.

The lights flicker. Somewhere, a relay clicks. Forest moves without hurry, already knowing where the lanterns live, already knowing which cable needs the wiggle. Naima watches the way he is with the room—how he makes weather into schedule and schedule into safety. Her throat aches in that old way, the ache that says say something and also don’t you dare. She sips tea instead and taps the notebook with her thumb in a rhythm—one two, one two—like a heart settling.

Later, when the rain loosens, she stands at the edge of Stage B. The set deck is MDF, a grid of pre-drilled holes she’s learned to read as latitude and longitude. She touches the table twice—Forest’s habit now borrowed—and feels the cannery answer with a low, warm thump. She doesn’t speak, but the room understands her anyhow.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 
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The Shot Grid

––––––––
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THE GENERATOR THROWS a fit at nine.

It begins with a polite cough somewhere in the floor, a flicker that makes the practicals sigh. The office stays lit, but the stages fall into blue and silver, like the harbor at slack tide. Forest is already moving—lantern from its hook, spare batteries from a labeled bin—while Tito swears softly in Spanish and Mei shields a silicone head with her body out of reflex, as if rain can melt patience.

“Hold positions,” Forest says, and the three animators freeze in a tableau that would look staged if it weren’t their lives.

Naima lifts her labeled mug and follows him into the dark. The lantern draws a human circle through cables and sandbags, past a stand where a DSLR blinks its tiny red light like a heartbeat that doesn’t know the brain has gone to sleep. They stop at the production wall: a corkboard grid with magnets the size of macaroons. Columns read FAB, ANIM, COMP, SOUND; rows read SHOT 001 through SHOT 060. Some magnets wear hand-drawn rain clouds. Some have tiny hearts.

Forest touches SHOT 023 with the back of his knuckle the way a believer touches a saint’s toe. “We track everything here first,” he says quietly, as if the board prefers soft voices. “Then in the software. But the wall is the room’s brain.”

She points to a run of three shots in a row—all ANIM magnets on red. She scribbles in the notebook: What if 015 moves after 017? Breathe first, then window?

He reads, thinking with his whole face, then nods once. “Sequence reads warmer.” He pulls 015 and 017, swaps them like playing cards, and the line of hearts at the bottom shivers with the change.

The generator coughs itself back to life. Practical lights warm. In the model shop, Ruby’s voice floats: “Everybody alive?” Someone answers with the clang of a kettle.

Forest leads her to Stage B, the porch set she saw through the glass. Close up, it’s even more tender—sanded edges, brushstrokes on clapboard, a tiny welcome mat that says HELLO, WEATHER. Tito kneels to drill a new hole for a tie-down, the bit squealing for a second before it catches. “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Tito tells the puppet’s foot as if it can feel. “Just one more bolt.”

Naima keeps her distance from the deck like a temple threshold. She writes: Can I watch 023 take?

Forest glances at the time, at the shot grid, at the animators stretching fingers. He nods. “We’ll slate, then you cue.” He points toward the monitor, a live-view window from the camera. “You can tap beats. Two taps for hold, one for move.”

She warms her hands around her mug until her fingers stop shaking. Then she sets it aside and stands with her notebook at the monitor’s edge, the lantern’s circle hooked on a C-stand to fill a shadow that would otherwise look like fear.

“Slate!” someone calls, and someone else clicks a clapper the size of a postage stamp. The room takes a breath.

Naima taps once.

On screen, the puppet inhales. It’s not the plastic chest—Mei’s engineering handles that—but the tilt of the head, the almost-wide eyes, the gentlest quiver of wrists. Naima taps twice. Hold. The puppet’s shoulders settle. Tap once. A turn toward the window. Tap once. A hand lifts. Tap twice. The lantern glow grows brighter as Ruby feathers a dimmer—hummingbird hands—and the porch becomes an exhale you can see.

Forest doesn’t watch the screen. He watches Naima’s fingers. He watches the way her breath changes when a pose lands, the way she leans toward the set like a sailor to a sextant. When the take wraps, the room releases air in a warm, untidy chorus.

She writes: Again? Small blink earlier.

He lifts a brow. “On twos?”

She writes On twos, then draws two dots and a line between them. He smiles without showing teeth. “On twos,” he says to the room, and the room nods, and they begin again.

By midnight, the rain is a saw over the roof and the generator has decided to be kind. Naima’s mug sits empty beside Forest’s, their labels catching the light like an inside joke. On the wall, a new heart appears under SHOT 023 in someone’s quick hand.

Forest walks her to the side door. The lantern is still swinging. He stops before the threshold and taps the stage deck twice out of habit even though the deck is fifty feet away. She taps the doorframe in answer, a small wooden echo of his sound.

He hands her a spare key with blue tape on the bow: MEZZ. “Mezzanine quiet room,” he says. “When the sound gets heavy.”

She turns the key in her palm, the metal warming to skin. She wants to say thank you out loud, round and human. She types it instead and lets the little phone voice carry it into the circle of lantern light. Forest doesn’t look at the phone this time. He looks at her. “You’re welcome,” he says, like a promise.
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Foam & Thread

––––––––
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THE MODEL SHOP SMELLED like fresh bread and solvents—warm foam curing under heat lamps, a ribbon of silicone left to rest in a paper cup, the mineral breath of new blades. Naima stood just inside the taped threshold, palms tucked under her elbows so she wouldn’t touch before she learned the rules.

Mei Tsang, in a canvas apron tattooed with old glue, lifted a small, translucent face from a line of drying pegs. “Skin test number four,” she said. “We borrowed a softer durometer so the brow doesn’t fight the smile.” She pinched the forehead once and it sighed back into neutral like memory foam.

Naima leaned in. The face looked like a thumbnail moon. An eyebrow ridge scarcely wider than rice. Eyelids so thin you could suspect a breath would fold them. Beside it lay an armature: stainless ball-and-socket joints threaded into a pelvis plate, tiny screws tightened to the algebra of move, hold, move. The naked puppet read like a sentence diagram—possibilities and hinges.

Mei set the face down and nodded at Naima’s notebook. “You can come closer. We talk with our hands in here.”

Naima smiled, wrote Thank you in careful print, then What can break if I breathe wrong? and turned the book so Mei could see.

“Not much,” Mei said. “Just your heart.” She winked and slid a magnetized mat over, the kind mechanics use to keep fate from rolling off tables. “Look, we tint silicone with a speck of pigment on a toothpick. If the speck is too bold, the puppet looks airbrushed and fake on camera. So we chase ‘lived-in’—freckles that barely register and then suddenly make you believe. Same with fabric. You can’t scale weave. We cheat it with lawn cotton and dye baths.”

She lifted a tiny raincoat no bigger than a palm. The seams were hand-topstitched; the hood lined with a print of pin-prick dots. “Ruby wanted oilskin,” Mei said, “but it read like tarp. This has more give.”

Naima traced the stitches with her eyes. On an impulse she wrote, Can you show me how the mouth knows a laugh without sound?

Mei glanced toward the doorway where Forest conferred with Tito over a bent rig arm. “For a performance director,” she said, “you ask like a fabricator. Good.” She picked up a mouth replacement from a tray—the under-smile, not yet pushed to full. “It’s not just the mouth. It’s the cheek line here.” She drew a crescent above the jaw with a fingertip. “And these micro-wrinkles at the eye that say ‘something warmed me’ rather than ‘I saw a bright light.’ We let the brow lift two degrees, we soften the lids, and the mouth barely moves. Laughs that land on camera are mostly eyes and breath.”

Breath. Naima pictured Shot 023’s hand on glass, the in-the-bones rhythm of the room, the way Forest had watched her taps instead of the monitor as if the beats lived in her skin first. Her throat tightened with the old ache and a newer thing that felt like relief. She wrote Show me how to sew a seam that doesn’t brag about itself and placed the notebook on the table between them like an offering.

“Here,” Mei said, grinning. She threaded a needle with hair-thin silk and set a swatch of lawn cotton in front of Naima. “Backstitch it like you’re apologizing. Small, even, patient. Tug like you’re asking permission.”

Naima took the needle. The first poke was clumsy; the second found a groove. Her hands remembered a grandmother’s lap and a winter scarf that kept trying to be a trapezoid. She breathed through her nose and counted in her head—one, two, hold; one, two, hold—and the cloth did as it was asked. A line appeared that wasn’t loud about being a line.

Mei watched, approving. “You’re better than a lot of interns. They fight the cloth. You listen.” She plucked a mug warmer off a shelf and slid it closer to Naima’s elbow. “For your tea when you forget you have one.”

On the other side of the room, Tito set a tiny stair in a vice and drilled a clean hole through a tread. The sound was a pin’s scream. “Tie-down pocket,” he narrated for Naima’s benefit without looking up. “We hide a foot bolt under the rug so the puppet doesn’t skateboard off the porch when Jonah fakes the wind.”

Jonah’s head popped around the doorjamb as if conjured by his name. “Wind is a gentleman,” he protested mildly. “I’ll give you a breeze on a dimmer, not a hurricane in a shoebox.” He lifted a recorder the size of a paperback and shook a bag of shells. “Anyone seen the Foley tray?”

“Behind the foam cutter,” Ruby called from her paint perch, where she was stippling soot along a chimney with a brush no wider than a match. “And tell him he owes me pie for moving it.”

“Naima,” Forest said from the threshold, like a reminder and a welcome in one word. He touched the doorframe twice with his fingertips. “You good?”

She held up her seam, the neat whisper of it, and let her grin speak. Forest’s shoulders let go of a centimeter. He came closer, hands tucked into his jacket pockets as if that would keep him from tidying anything. “Clean,” he said. A whole sentence from him. “You could dress a hero puppet in that.”

Naima wrote, Teach me what my eyes miss, then added, So I don’t give notes that break builds.

Forest angled his head, reading. “We’ll set a language,” he said. “Point, don’t poke. Ask: ‘What’s the story this line is telling?’ not ‘Why isn’t it perfect?’ And no notes after eleven p.m. We write them and sleep on them.”

Mei slid a shallow tray toward Naima: hands, boots, a lantern body made of brass tube and thin acetate panes. “Touch,” she said. “These are for Shot 031. Ruby’s weathering them so they look like they lived a life before we met them.”

Naima’s fingers hovered a breath from the lantern. She’d spent years telling stories the camera couldn’t see. Now the camera would stare at her hands until they were the story. She rested her palm on the bench instead, letting the heat of the mug warmer soak the heel of it. Can I watch the armature move? she wrote.

Tito arrived with a small puppet skeleton on a stand, proud as a midwife. He rolled one shoulder joint with two fingers and let it ease back. The return had gravity, a believable slowness that suggested weight. “Tension,” he said. “If it’s too tight, your animator fights every micro-pose and rage-quits. Too loose, you’re chasing drift and praying to the god of ‘fix it in post.’ We balance so the puppet keeps a promise between frames.”

Naima’s laugh escaped before she could stop it—small, husky, a fraction of a sound. Forest’s head turned sharply, then softened as she covered her mouth and nodded to say I know, I know. He pointed to the kettle. “Tea?”

She held up the mug warmer like a talisman. He looked pleased, as if she’d learned a word in the house language without needing a phrasebook.

The day softened into a practice of small excellences. Naima learned how Ruby distressed clapboard with a toothbrush and a tea bag. She learned that if you warm a silicone hand with your palm before posing, the fingers forgive you. She learned the names of the tiny screws—cheese-head, socket cap, flat—and how Tito organized them in bins labeled like a pantry: SHOULDERS, ELBOWS, ANKLES, MERCY. She learned that Forest could stand without speaking for a very long time and make everyone feel steadier for it, his quiet a structure to lean on.

At noon, Paloma breezed through with a stack of forms and a bag of oranges. “Insurance loves us when we’re boring,” she said, dropping a smile on each head like a coin in a fountain. Naima wrote Boring is dignified, and Paloma tapped the note with a finger. “Dignified is hot,” she said, then vanished into the office.

Later, when the rain turned to a silver dust and the roof sang less angrily, Forest rolled a small stage closer to the shop door. “We’ll block the porch walk,” he said. “No camera. Just bones.” He looked to Naima. “You cue, I’m hands.”

She positioned herself where a monitor would be and lifted her hand until the room hushed without being asked. One tap: inhale. Forest tipped the armature’s spine and let the ribcage flare a phantom millimeter. Two taps: hold. The puppet held the idea of stillness while its joints colored in with the notion of living. One tap: head turn. Forest rotated the skull on its tiny bearings, and Naima felt the room’s breath change like a tide pivoting.

After, she wrote Thank you for letting me speak without voice. She startled at her own words, then underlined them once so they wouldn’t feel like a mistake.

Forest looked at the page long enough that the silence started to ring. He lifted his gaze like someone adjusting focus. “You’re speaking,” he said. “The room hears you.”

He didn’t touch her, didn’t crowd the moment with comfort. He put the armature back on its stand and labeled the tray it lived on. Then he went to check a rig that didn’t need checking, and Naima watched the back of him and felt her ribs widen the tiniest amount, as if they’d been measuring themselves against a smaller life without knowing.

When the day wound down, Mei packed a small tin with needles and a pre-threaded silk and pressed it into Naima’s hand. “Homework,” she said. “Stitch while you listen tonight. If you hate it in the morning, we rip it out. We do that a lot around here. Rip, then redo with kindness.”

Naima nodded, wrote Kindness is a tool and tucked it into the tin.

She stepped into the wet dusk with her key to the mezzanine on its blue tape halo, her throat quiet but no longer empty. The cannery lights winked on one by one like a town discovering itself. Somewhere beyond the breakwater, a foghorn called in a voice that didn’t ask to be louder, only true.
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Harbor Diner Dailies

––––––––
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THE HARBOR DINER RAN on pie, coffee, and the memory of grease. Its counter was old Formica and the booths were vinyl patched with duct tape that tried to match the red. A neon crab blinked OPEN in a corner window that faced the harbor. At two a.m., the only other customers were two ferry workers sharing a crossword and a high schooler with a geometry book and a plate of fries going cold by intention.

Paloma had colonized the back corner with a power strip and a small army of cables. “Dailies on the road,” she said, patting the tablet like a cat. “House Wi-Fi’s a coin toss in a storm. Here, the coffee never dies and Aunt Sylvie will shush the world for us.”

“Except me,” Aunt Sylvie said, arriving with three mugs and a teapot. She had the calm of someone who’d timed cannery whistles to the tides and never once missed a bus. She set a plate of lemon bars on the table with a conspirator’s nod. “For courage.”

Forest slid into the booth across from Naima, shoulders close enough that the static in the room changed. He lined up the mugs by their handles, lids snug, labels forward. FOREST. NAIMA. P.

Naima opened her notebook: Shot 023, then 017/015 swap check. A list steadied her. She kept her non-voice in good lists.

Paloma dimmed the tablet and the diner became a small theater of faces in blue. The leica reel filled the screen: still boards cut to time, a few animated shots stitched in like live arteries. When Shot 023 arrived, the booth went quiet, the ferry workers’ crossword pausing mid-seven-down as if the hush were contagious.

On the screen, a paper hand lifted to glass. The lantern’s glow widened, pushing back a night the color of pencil lead. The puppet’s shoulders rose and fell in something that was not quite a sigh and not quite a brace. The window filmed with breath, a fog that read like relief and fear at once.

Naima forgot to breathe until the shot cut. The silence that followed was warm as a blanket. Paloma exhaled. “It’s the breath,” she said softly, as if the puppet could hear. “You found the pulse.”

Forest didn’t move. His hands rested on the table, fingers barely apart. He wasn’t watching the reel anymore. He was listening to the sound the room made when something worked.

Naima wrote Blink earlier and Add three frames of lantern ramp. She underlined earlier and drew a slow curve for the ramp. She passed the notebook across. Forest read and added on twos with a question mark. She circled it and drew a tiny heart beside Shot 023, then felt ridiculous and added two lines to turn the heart into a stylized lantern so it wouldn’t look like a declaration.

Aunt Sylvie refilled their cups with the gravity of a sacrament. “When the picture breathes,” she said, “people forgive a lot.” She wiped a ring from the table with a clean corner of her apron. “That’s true of marriages and boats, too.”

Paloma cued the revised order Naima had proposed in the storm: 017 after 015. It read warmer, a porch light clicking on after the breath instead of before, like agency, like someone choosing to meet the night with their own hands.

Forest nodded slowly. “It sits better,” he said. “We’ll update the wall.” He took a lemon bar and halved it with a plastic knife, then nudged the larger half toward Naima without comment. It was a caretaker’s move disguised as happenstance.

They watched a run of fabric tests, Ruby’s paint passes, a slate of outtakes where a rig crept into frame like a guilty dog. The high schooler glanced over their shoulder more than once, pretending to stretch. When the reel ended, the diner returned to itself: the hum of a fridge, the mutter of the crab, the scratch of pencil on crossword.

Paloma pinched the bridge of her nose. “Festival scout emailed again,” she said. “Wants a date. I told them we don’t owe a calendar to anyone but the film, but if we want the grant, we owe something to math.”

Forest’s jaw set in that way Naima had already learned meant risk assessment in progress. He traced the rim of his mug. “We can promise a window, not a day.”

Naima wrote We can promise the breath, not the weather, then, below it, But weather loves a plan. She felt silly and poetic, then left it because sometimes silly was useful. She added a line: Could we build a buffer by shifting Shot 041’s effect to practical? Less comp time.

Paloma brightened. “You hear that? That’s a brain on limited voice making extra room for the rest of us.” She looked to Forest. “If we trade post for practical, can Tito fly it?”

Tito, who had slid into the next booth with a plate of fries and the geometry student’s undivided attention, raised his fork. “Tito can fly anything that weighs less than a grapefruit.” He chewed. “But you’ll owe me a sheet of Baltic birch and a day without anyone asking me about gravity.”

“Approved,” Paloma said. “Both the wood and the rudeness.”

They worked another hour, notes spilling into the shared notebook. Forest wrote occasionally, his letters square and slow. He never wrote anything he wasn’t ready to do. When Naima’s hand cramped, he rotated the notebook so she could rest her wrist on the table edge and keep going without strain. He didn’t say careful. He made careful possible.

At some point the ferry workers left with a wave and the student fell asleep on open proofs. Aunt Sylvie draped a towel over the fries like a blanket. “What’s your film about?” she asked Naima in a lull. “Not the plot. The about-about.”

Naima touched the edge of her notebook and wrote: People who borrow light and give it back bigger.

Aunt Sylvie nodded, satisfied. “That’ll preach.” She topped off Forest’s cup. “And what’s your about-about, kid?”

Forest surprised them both by answering without a pause. “Keeping promises,” he said simply, and the words tugged at something in Naima’s chest like a thread that had always been there but only now was visible in the right light.

When they finally stood, Naima’s knees felt the hour and the day and the kind of tired that means you’ve made something that didn’t exist in the morning. Outside, fog curled off the water, and the cannery’s silhouette sat patient as a ship.

Forest walked her the two blocks to the mezzanine door in a quiet that didn’t need to be filled. At the stairs, he hesitated. “Tomorrow,” he said, “we move the wall and slate 023 on twos.”

She nodded and typed I’ll bring the breath and showed him the screen so he’d know she’d tried for voice and chosen the safer way. He smiled, small and real.

At the mezzanine door, the key slid smooth. She turned back once and found him still there beneath the streetlamp, hands in his pockets, the harbor wind touching his jacket. He lifted one hand in a half-wave that looked like tapping a set he couldn’t reach from here. She lifted hers in answer and went inside to a room that smelled faintly of cedar and film dust and the promise of a life that wouldn’t require her to be loud to be heard.

She slept with Mei’s tin of needles on the nightstand, the blue tape key on the book, and the sound of tide against pilings keeping time like a metronome nobody argued with.
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Tie-Downs

––––––––
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MORNING SHOWED UP AS a lighter shade of gray. The cannery roof pinged with cooling rain, and the harbor sat like poured lead. Inside Driftwood Workshop, Stage B’s porch deck waited—MDF drilled on a one-inch grid, a few holes ringed with pencil ghosts where bolts had hunted for the same promise on a previous take.

Tito crouched with a cordless drill and a patience that had its own gravity. He marked an X on a strip of tape where the puppet’s heel would land. “We ask the wood permission first,” he told Naima without looking up. “Tape, mark, center punch, then drill. The wood says ‘Okay’ if you listen.”

Forest stood on the other side of the deck, a roll of blue tape around his wrist like a bracelet. He’d already laid a safe path of cable mats and labeled the tool bins with new tape before anyone else had their first tea. HEX DRIVERS. NUT DRIVERS. TIE-DOWNS (ASSORTED). The labels glowed like instructions in a living language.

Naima watched the drill bite and lifted her notebook. Why below, not from above?

Tito set the drill aside, tipped the deck to show the underbelly where a row of T-nuts waited like small silver mouths. “From beneath,” he said. “Cleaner on camera. The bolt wants to kiss the foot from below. It threads into a plate in the puppet’s boot. You go from above and you’re showing your homework to the audience.” He tapped the nearest T-nut. “These are promises we made to future us.”

Forest offered a hex driver to Naima, handle-first. “You want to seat the foot?” he asked.

Her palm warmed around the tool before her mind caught up to the invitation. She nodded and breathed, counting—one, two, hold; one, two, hold—until her hands obeyed without the tremor of hurry. Tito steadied the puppet by the hips with two fingers, the touch reverent. Forest lay flat to reach under the deck, guiding the bolt up through the new hole by feel, his voice a low thread. “Coming up. Find her.”

The bolt’s tip surfaced in the perfect circle of MDF and Naima lined it with the threaded insert inside the boot. The first turn met a tiny resistance, then a slow, sure purchase. She turned the driver in small arcs, listening for the changes in friction the way she used to listen for a director’s breath before a line. Tight, then tight-enough. Tito lifted his hands away. The puppet stood.

Naima’s exhale fogged her glasses. She took a half step back so she wouldn’t cry on a set. It’s trusting something you can’t see, she wrote, then embarrassed, crossed it out, then drew a neat box around the words so they didn’t look like a mistake.

Forest slid out from under the deck and brushed sawdust from his sleeves. He checked the foot with a thumb—gentle pressure forward, back, side. “Good tension,” he said. “You want a hold without choke. The joint still needs to tell a story.”

They rehearsed the step from rug to wood. The rug was a square of woven cotton Ruby had distressed with a toothbrush and tea, the pile tamed so it wouldn’t moiré on camera. Naima took her place by the monitor, fingers hovering. “Stage calls,” Forest prompted, as if it was already obvious she belonged there.

She wrote Hands? and held the notebook up. Around the stage, the chorus came soft and quick—“Clear.” “Clear.” “Clear.”—and it felt like learning the word home in a new tongue.

She tapped once.

Forest moved the ankle a breath. The puppet’s weight transferred, invisible math that read as intention. Tap twice. Hold. The porch board took the idea of pressure. Tap once. Knee, then hip, then a tilt of the head toward the window that made the whole set feel like someone thinking of warmth.

“Cut,” Tito said automatically after a minute, then looked to Naima, embarrassed. He mimed zipping his lips and tossed the invisible key over his shoulder. She grinned and wrote You can say cut with a small arrow pointing to after I do. Tito put a hand to his heart.

Between passes, Forest added a machine washer under the bolt from below. “Insurance,” he said. “Spreads the load. We’re heavier on this step than the last.” He glanced up. “You tapped ‘hold’ longer there. Felt right.”

She underlined felt right and drew a long dash like a wind line on a map. Her hands knew what her throat couldn’t carry yet: that performance lived in the micro-beats between certainty and permission.

By midmorning, they’d captured a string of usable frames. Mei arrived with a tray of hands warmed in her palms and traded them out while Ruby feathered soot along the chimney to match the previous day’s continuity. Forest worked in quiet loops—check tension, wipe a speck, breathe, tap the deck twice for luck—until the ritual of it belonged to all of them.

Paloma leaned against the doorjamb, watching the monitor with the indulgence of a parent at a recital. “We’ve got a scout asking for a teaser,” she said. “I told them maybe the lantern turn if the room agrees, otherwise they can take a number and get in line behind our boundaries.”

Forest’s mouth twitched. “Boundaries first.” He said it like a house rule, and Naima felt the words settle in her sternum where fear liked to live.

When they broke for tea, Forest set a tape label on the kettle: STEAM WINDOW 10 MIN. He turned to Naima, not asking with words. She nodded. He poured, closed the lid, and they stood side by side in the rising cloud without speaking, counting out the time on his watch. The air softened the ache at the back of her tongue; the humid heat felt like apology and repair.

“Hands?” Tito called from the stage.

“Clear,” Forest replied, then looked to Naima. She raised her hand, two fingers poised to tap. He placed a hex driver in her palm, the touch unhurried. Their fingers didn’t really meet. They learned each other’s temperature anyway.
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