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Echoes in the Brickwork
Irena Malen
In the coastal town of Larkspur Bay, acoustic engineer Alma Reyes hears a lullaby humming through the walls of a condemned theater. With a retired actress, a watchmaker, and a carpenter, she decodes sonic clues, exposing old corruption and stopping a demolition that would erase the town’s memory.
ProseHub


    
Echoes at the Orpheum
The Larkspur Orpheum exhaled dust when Alma Reyes pushed the side door with her shoulder. The hinge squealed, then settled, the sound ricocheting up toward the balcony like a small bird set loose. She stood in the cool foyer, breathing in velvet rot and old citrus from a crate of forgotten programs. Outside, gulls argued on the wires, and a salt breeze slipped through the cracked stained glass. Inside, the theater kept its own weather: chill rising from the orchestra pit, warm pockets near the ceiling where pigeons nested in the plaster roses.
Alma lifted the canvas bag off her back and knelt to unpack her kit. Recorder. Headphones. A thick coil of cable. She rolled the contact microphone in her palm until it warmed, then stuck it onto a strip of bare brick at the base of a column, sealing the edges with putty. The recorder’s meters fluttered like eyelids. Underneath street noise and faint music from a bakery radio, the wall hummed.
“Morning, Miss Reyes.” Mr. Ogden’s keys chimed before his boots. He appeared from the aisle, broom in one hand, a paper cup of tea in the other. His jacket was patched at both elbows; the patch on the left showed a little tugboat.
“Morning,” Alma said. She touched the headphones to one ear, then the other. “She’s breathing.”
“She’s tired,” he said, but there was a proud tilt to his chin. “End of the week, they say. Out with the old, cranes in by Monday. You’ll get your recordings?”
“If they don’t board me in,” she said, raising the mic to another brick course. The hum shifted, a faint comb of harmonics like a choir heard through a closed door. She pressed a palm to the wall and thought of tides under stone. “You sure it’s final?”
Mr. Ogden’s mouth went tight. “Developer wants it tidy before the gala. Says the new plaza will ‘open the waterfront for everyone.’ I suppose everyone means men in hard hats and donors with ribbons.” He sipped his tea. “Noreen was asking after you.”
“Ms. Vale? She remembers everything,” Alma said.
“She remembers the night no one else will speak of. Said if anyone could hear what the Orpheum kept, it’d be you.”
The contact mic caught a stray vibration—three notes rising and falling, as though someone hummed in the next room. Alma froze. The sound was thin, smeared by time, but she knew the tune from childhood picnics on the riverbank. “Hush, River, Hush,” her mother had sung when fog wrapped the masts.
“Do you hear that?” she whispered.
Mr. Ogden tilted his head, then shook it. “Ears aren’t what they were. You catch ghosts. I catch drafts.” He pointed his broom toward a corridor marked with a sagging chain. “No one’s been down there since they sealed it after the fire.”
Alma unwound more cable. The chain was a suggestion more than a barrier. Behind it, the paint had flaked to show older colors: a cheerful sea green under the more recent maroon, and under that, a patch of blue the exact shade of her father’s work shirt. She ran her fingers over it and felt silt-smoothed grit, the kind you get when bricks are made near a tide mill. She pressed the mic higher. The tune came again, fainter, with the dry rasp of old plaster moving.
“I’ll only be a minute,” she said.
“Famous last words,” Mr. Ogden grumbled, but he lifted the chain with his broom so she could duck under.
The backstage corridor breathed different air: rope and canvas and a sweeter odor of old perfume, trapped in the velvet. Dust motes turned in a beam from a hole in the cornice like fish schooling in shallow water. Alma traced the faded stencils that marked dressing rooms: a star here, a hand-painted lyre there. A moth skittered inside a glass sconce. The floor creaked as if reluctant to remember.
She found the seam where the plaster had been patched. Someone had troweled it fast—ridges still visible, the kind of work done without pride. The contact mic gave a small click when she moved it over the seam, then a lower thrum. And there—softer now, as if the wall was humming into its own sleeve—the lullaby again. Hush, river, hush, keep your secrets safe.
“Hey!” A voice boomed from the stage. Alma jolted, yanking the headphones off one ear. The beam of a flashlight swung across the wings. A young man in a neon vest leaned on the proscenium. “This area’s not for civilians.”
Mr. Ogden materialized before Alma could step forward. “She’s with me, Rourke. Donovan said today was her day.”
The foreman peered at Alma. “You the radio girl?”
“Community audio for the archives,” she said, steadying her voice.
He shrugged. “Make it quick. Caldwell doesn’t want a lawsuit on his hands before the gala.” He withdrew, letting the light drop with him, his boots grinding grit.
Alma waited until the door thumped shut again. She lowered her lips to the seam, the cold plaster leaching warmth from her breath, and sang a measure of the river song. The wall answered in a hollow, small-hearted way, a resonance that made the hairs on her wrist stand. She took a wax crayon from her pocket and made a rubbing of a faint mark near the baseboard: the tail of a letter. F.
She followed tape marks painted on the stage floor—ghost paths for actors long gone. In the conductor’s trench, a child's marble had lodged between two planks, blue glass catching light. An old ticket lay flattened under a coil of wire, wormed through with lint. Alma pulled it free and turned it over. On the back, in pencil: “Blue Lantern, 9. Booth F.” The graphite was faded but legible, the loops of the F sharp and practiced.
She slid the ticket into her notebook and took a breath. The theater pressed around her with its patience. Alma’s phone buzzed with a text from Jae at the station: “You alive? Caleb says donors want a piece on the ‘rebirth.’ Translation: please be nice.” She thumbed: “I’ll be truthful.”
On her way out, she almost walked into Noreen Vale in the foyer, wrapped in a wool coat, curls pinned high under a scarf. Noreen’s lipstick had bled at the edges, a red as brave as a stage curtain. “There she is,” Noreen said, extending both hands. “Do you hear her? She’s been rehearsing, all morning.”
“Someone hummed,” Alma said. “Or something stuck humming.” She felt suddenly shy about her own certainty.
Noreen’s fingers tightened around Alma’s. “When the smoke came, we pounded on a door that would not open. He promised something in Booth F. He said he’d leave it where it would be found.”
“Who?” Alma asked.
“Julien Price,” Noreen said. “Stagehand. Laugh like a cough. Last one who went in.”
At the station, Alma wiped plaster dust from her sleeves and slid into her chair, bumping the drawer shut with a knee. The recording space was a cube softened by carpets and seconds of neighborhood sound. The faint high whirr of the computer fan mingled with a bus braking outside, a gull calling, a barista steaming milk three doors down. She loaded the Orpheum files. On the waveform, the hum looked like a low, even river—long flats punctuated by thin spikes.
Jae rolled in on a spinning chair like a bowling ball on legs, a mug held high. “The triumphant scavenger returns,” they said. “Caldwell’s office asked if our piece will ‘reflect a forward-looking attitude.’ Caleb is practicing his earnest nod.”
Alma scrubbed forward, listening. The lullaby was nearly masked, but she felt it more than heard it, a tug in the sternum where childhood memories anchor. Her mother’s hand stroking her hair as fog wrapped the harbor. Alma nodded toward the headphones. “Listen to this.”
Jae leaned in, pressed one cup to their ear. “A refrigerator died nobly somewhere. And… huh. That’s a tune, isn’t it?”
“Hush, River, Hush.” Alma pulled up a spectrogram, colors blooming like oil in water. “But where is it coming from? The wall is sealed. There’s no air cavity big enough to carry… unless there’s metal in there, ribs of some kind.”
“Or someone thought recording a haunted building would get them a better demolition budget,” Jae said, upbeat. “Caldwell’s got his name on half the youth center. If we snipe at him, we’ll be eating stale donuts all month.”
Alma’s eyes flicked to a press release on the bulletin board: “Reimagining the Waterfront.” Victor Caldwell, smiling like a man who never waited in line for a muffin, cutting a ribbon with overlarge scissors. She thought of Mr. Ogden’s tugboat patch and Noreen’s lipstick and her father standing in the Orpheum aisle, prying a gum wad from under a seat with a putty knife and laughing at himself for minding, careful with other people’s mess.
“What if someone wanted proof to survive a fire,” she said. “Sound travels where paper burns.”
Jae looked at the waveform, then at her. “You’re going to go back after dark, aren’t you.”
She didn’t answer.
When the station emptied and the street took on that breathless pause before bars filled, Alma looped the river song to memorize its contour. She printed the rubbing of the F and slid it into a plastic sleeve. She packed spare batteries and a flashlight and told herself she’d only stand in the Orpheum’s lobby, just long enough to listen to how the night sat inside it. Her mother used to say you can’t understand a place until you hear it after eleven.
She cut across the plaza, past the shuttered candy shop, the iron fence of the small park with its anchor on a pedestal, the river’s surface rippling with the last light. In the theater, the foyer floor was colder, the boards snapping under temperature shift. Her breath fogged the glass of the old poster case: a cartoon of a tap-dancer with knobby knees, a woman in a hat with an impossible brim smiling as if she’d earned it.
She eased the side door shut behind her. The stage was a trapezoid of gray in the dim. She put the mic to the seam again. Hush, the wall said, but it was louder now, like the tune had been waiting for company.
She trailed the cable and tucked it behind a pedestal, her flashlight held in her teeth as she crouched. The floor had a give to it, a gentle sway from age. The tide was turning outside; you could feel it here, a far-off heave. She followed blue chalk lines. A patch of paint near the fly system had been scuffed away to reveal the letter F with an arrow. She pressed her hand to it and felt a coolness as distinct as a breath on the neck.
“Okay,” she whispered, to no one, or to the bricks. She pried at a loose lattice panel with a butter knife she carried for such transgressions. It scraped and popped free, shed splinters, and a small slide of grit pattered into her hair. The space behind smelled of raw wood and the faint, medicinal sweetness of old glue. Her flashlight beam found nothing but framing and more dust. She probed with the knife and struck metal. A thin brass plate, the size of a postcard, lay tacked to the beam with two tiny screws.
She slid it out, heart quick. The plate was stamped with five small tongues, like a music box without the cylinder, and each tongue had a dot carried over it, as if someone had rested a pencil there. She tapped each gently with the knife. A faint ping answered, each one a different pitch, so soft she only caught it with the plate pressed to her throat.
Footsteps creaked in the house. Alma froze, then snapped off her light. She could smell tobacco on a coat, wool warmed at the elbow. Mr. Ogden’s whisper slid across the stage. “If you have to break your neck, don’t do it in the dark.”
She clicked her light on again and saw him standing at the edge of the stage, a bundle in his hand.
“I told you to make it quick,” he said, but his eyes went to the brass plate. His mouth softened. “You found one.”
“One what?”
“Julien’s little tricks. He kept saying, ‘You can trust a tone, Mr. Ogden. It won’t lie when men will.’ He was always tapping the iron rails and tuning the rope. My head hurt from it.” Ogden held up a ring of keys, small brass teeth fanned like a seashell. “For tonight,” he said. “They won’t miss them till morning. I ain’t a thief, mind you. I am only tired of people putting padlocks on our past.”
She accepted the weight of the keys. “I’ll be careful.”
“You’ll be quick.” He listened a second, as if he could tease meaning from the hush. “They’ll have my job if they see this. But Caldwell’s boy doesn’t scare me like the idea of leaving something of ours trapped on the wrong side of a wall.”
When Alma slipped back into the night, the wind tugged at her collar and salt licked the corners of her mouth. A cyclist zipped by with a light like a moving star. Her apartment smelled of cinnamon from the neighbors baking and the faint fur-and-sunshine scent of her cat, Tico, who leaped to the table and sniffed the brass plate, then attempted to sit on the keys.
Before sleep, her phone vibrated—no ID. A breath, then a voice hummed the river lullaby, careful and slow, the way you’d hum to someone on the other side of a door. The line clicked dead. Alma lay with the brass plate on her sternum, the five tongues pressing a pattern into her skin, listening to her ceiling tick as heat moved in the pipes.

    
Blueprints and Borrowed Ears
Morning laid out the harbor like a silver blanket, boats stitched in with rope. Alma arrived at the city archives ten minutes before they opened, clutching a thermos and the theater’s faint smell still in her hair. Maribel at the desk lifted a brow at the sight of the brass plate. “You brought me a sandwich?”
“A good-luck rectangle,” Alma said. “I need plans for the Orpheum. Any revisions after 1953?”
Maribel’s nails were painted a tasteful storm gray. She typed with two fingers and pursed her mouth. “We’ve got original plans, 1920. Then permits for repairs after the combustion incident—fire, sorry. It’s in the red box. Careful with the onionskin; it tears if you glare at it.” She held out a pair of white gloves. “Glamour.”
The rolls were heavier than they looked. Alma spread one on a table by the window, paper crackling like frost. The lines were clean and confident, a hand that knew metal and load. She traced the walls, the rigging, the little rooms labeled with letters. F was real, a balcony booth above stage left, narrow as a closet. The revision sheet showed “Partitioned storage added. South corridor sealed.” Someone had penciled a note in the margin: “Use stone from tide mill for footing.” An arrow to the foundation.
“Stone that hums,” she murmured.
“Everything hums if you listen long enough,” said a voice behind her. Noreen Vale set down a folder and a jar of lemon drops. “Except for the people you wish you could hear again.”
Alma took a lemon drop and felt the sugary grit dissolve. “You were there,” she said. “You mention Julien.”
Noreen’s eyes went to the plans as if they were photographs. “He tied knots like a sailor and laughed with his mouth closed. He said he’d leave a trail you could hear if smoke covered your eyes.” She leaned a hip against the table. “They said he stole. They always pick a person with rough shoes to blame. But he had two little sisters. He sent them coins in envelopes once a week. He would not steal from us.”
“You think Caldwell’s father set him up.” It wasn’t a question really.
Noreen lifted a shoulder, a graceful shrug earned over decades. “I think there was money. I think men who build things hear only hammers and forget songs. I think you hear like a bat and that’s our luck.” She took Alma’s hand and tucked into it a pin shaped like a tiny proscenium arch. “I wore this on opening nights. Take it. It will keep you honest.”
Alma slid the pin onto her jacket and caught her reflection in a frame—sleep-crumpled, bright-eyed, a person who had not yet made a plan. She rolled the plans carefully and kissed the lemon drop jar. “I’ll bring these back by afternoon.”
“Tell the building I said to hold,” Noreen said softly, as if talking to a nervous horse.
A bell tinkled when Alma pushed open the door of Harrow Time & Wireless. The shop smelled of machine oil and brewed tea, and from every wall clocks cleared their throats. Ezekiel Harrow emerged from behind a glass case, a magnifier flipped up like a monocle, a smudge of grease like a comma at his cheekbone.
“You sound tired even in your footsteps,” he said. “Bad for business. What did you bring me?”
“A puzzle that hums.” Alma set the brass plate on a velvet mat. “I need to hear quieter things.”
He tapped the plate with one finger, head canted. “Stupidly beautiful,” he said. “Like a whisper someone hammered.” He reached under the counter and brought up a gray box with a dial, a coil of cable, and something like a fat coin taped to the end. “Bone-conduction pickup. People lay them on their skulls to feel Beethoven. Lay it on a wall; it’ll feed your recorder what your skin already knows.” He rummaged again and produced a black puck with a small suction pad. “And this will make a wall sing. You stick it, sweep a sine tone, and any cavity will get impatient and shout back.”
Alma smiled despite the weight inside her. “You always make it sound like play.”
“Play is the work,” he said, lifting a brow. “I’ll lend these if you pay me in eel pies.”
“You want to trade equipment for eels?”
“Metaphor eels. Tell me something all the men with clipboards don’t know.” He picked up a silver pocket watch and clicked it open. “Before you take them into that old lady of yours, practice.” He set the watch face down against the back room wall. “Find this.”
Alma pressed the bone-conduction disc to the plaster, dragged it in a slow grid. When it slid over the watch, the headphones bloomed with a heartbeat tick. She eased it back until the sound was clean, then marked the spot with chalk.
Ezekiel grinned, pleased. “You locate a pulse like a hound.” He poured two mugs of tea that tasted faintly metallic. “You know about the tide mill?”
“The foundation note says stone from there was used,” Alma replied. “I can hear iron in it.”
“Pins and rods in those old mills. Salt kisses iron, iron sings to iron. They pulled footings out of the riverbed and made a theater on them. Every one of those stones remembers the river’s timing.” He slid the gray box and puck into a padded bag and tucked in a coiled length of piano wire. “For fishing behind paneling.”
“Do you believe in ghosts?” Alma asked.
“I believe that people talk to walls and sometimes the walls keep the conversation going,” he said. “Call me if you need pliers or an alibi.”
The Orpheum’s house lights were off when Alma let herself in. The bone-conduction disc felt like a secret in her palm, warmed by the walk. She stuck the transducer puck to the proscenium arch, turned the gray box’s dial, and swept a low tone along the bricks. It was like coaxing a sleepy animal awake. Here, a dull response; there, a sudden bright ring. She traced it sideways and the shine followed, outlining a rectangle behind a brass donor plaque that thanked a man who’d died before she was born.
Tamsin Moore found her like that, face inches from the wall, humming. “Either you’re kissing the building or you’re a very dedicated termite,” she said. Tamsin wore carpenter’s pants that had earned every smear of paint. A pencil lived behind one ear.
Alma waved the headphones in greeting. “Shh. It’s gossiping.”
“I should charge it rent. I’ve been sneaking in slats for the co-op’s puppet show. The day crew says I’m in the way until I fix their broken tool cart. So I fix their cart, they break the co-op ladder out of spite.” Tamsin peered at Alma’s gear. “What’s that do?”
“Makes the wall sing and listens back.”
“Well, if it starts complaining about the state of the plaster, tell it I agree.” Tamsin set down a cloth tool bag, shrugged off her jacket, and studied the plaque. “You want it off?”
Alma hesitated. “You have a screwdriver?”
Tamsin’s grin showed at least one chipped tooth. “You ask a carpenter if she has a screwdriver, she writes you out of her will.” She produced a stubby driver and crackled the screws free. The plaque lifted to reveal orderly lath and a neat, hand-cut opening no wider than a forearm, tacked over with muslin.
“Julien liked tidy,” Alma murmured, recognition like a prickle. She pulled the muslin aside and swept with the pickup. The hum rose, merry for a second. The piano wire looped, fished, snagged on something, and drew it forward.
It was a velvet pouch tied with fishing line. Inside lay a key, old brass with a curled bow—a theater key stamped F in an elegant serif. Alma held it in her palm like a medal.
Tamsin whistled low. “I guess we know where we’re going.”
Footsteps scuffed outside the aisle. Tamsin snatched the plaque, pressed it back over the hole by instinct, and shouldered Alma toward the wings. Rourke’s flashlight beam brushed past like the narrow sunbeam in a storybook you’re not supposed to stand in. They tucked themselves behind the curtain’s heavy skirt, breath held, wood cool against their heads.
“Thought I heard—” Rourke began, then stopped as someone called him from the lobby. When the beam had gone, Tamsin’s hand unclenched from Alma’s sleeve.
“Booth F,” Tamsin said. “They padlocked it last week. But I know a trick with shims.”
Alma touched the F stamped into the key in her pocket. “I prefer old-fashioned charms.”
By the time they slipped into the balcony corridor, the afternoon had thinned to a pale wash, the river flattening under a lowering sky. The door marked F bore a new padlock, brassy and offended. Alma turned the old brass key. The padlock popped as if it preferred its elders. Within, the booth held little: a stool, a shelf with a soda bottle filled with screws, two long nails hammered slightly proud. But the air felt crowded, the way air does in a place people whispered more than spoke.
Nails held spools not of tape but of fine, shiny wire. Time had dulled it to brown in places. Labels hung from the spools on brittle string: “Act One—11/18,” “Lecture—RC,” and a tag in an earnest hand, “Insurance man—Caldwell Sr.” Alma took in a breath that tasted like a penny.
“We shouldn’t,” Tamsin said automatically, but her eyes were alight.
“We should,” Alma said. She slid two spools into her bag and the notebook wedged behind them. On its cover, someone had scribbled rows of numbers that at first glance looked like seating charts and on second glance like a rhythm—long short short long long. The kind of code you devise when you have too much time in a booth and a reason to make patterns.
Below, a crane beeped in the street. Rourke barked something about bracing. There was no more time.
They backed out, pulled the door shut, and went down the service stairs fast. In the alley, trash lids chattered in a gust. Tamsin pulled her jacket close. “My grandmother kept her ticket stubs from the fire night. She swore she saw a man in a nice wool coat go into the rigging minutes before the curtain went up. Too neat to be a stagehand. I saw a photo later and thought it looked like the developer’s old man. Thought I’d imagined it, because who wants to hold that?”
“Let’s go find a machine to play wire,” Alma said.
“You’ll take this to the station?”
“Ezekiel,” Alma said. “He collects extinct sounds.” Tamsin’s grin lifted at one corner.
“Tell him I said he owes me a ladder.”
As they parted at the corner, Alma’s phone buzzed again—an unknown number, the background hiss like wind through reeds. A voice, male, older, spoke a single sentence: “You’re lifting stones that will shift.” The call died. Alma stared at the screen, the cold of it sliding into her palm. She pocketed the phone and picked up her pace, the small F-key warm as a coal against her thigh.

    
Wire and Ash
Harrow’s bench had gone from ordered to dangerous in the time it took Alma to pick up coffee on the corner. Coils of wire lay like sleeping serpents among velvet-lined cases. The old wire recorder squatted at the center, polished and stubborn, its spool pegs like spindly wrists. Ezekiel peered at it as if it might bite or confess.
“You’re sure it won’t explode?” Tamsin asked, half kidding. She had joined them, hair pinned with a nail, a pencil behind each ear now as if she’d need both.
“It will wheeze, but it will not explode,” Ezekiel said. He was winding a leather belt through a pulley with the patience of a surgeon. “Plug that in. No, not that—unless you plan to broadcast three blocks of static.”
Alma cracked the paper tag from the spool labeled “Insurance man—Caldwell Sr.” and eased the wire’s end over the take-up reel, the way her father had taught her to thread fishing line. The roller hummed awake. Speakers popped. And then: air and human throat and room. A man cleared his throat and tapped a pencil on wood. A chair leg dragged. The breath before speech.
“Harold,” said an unseen voice, friendly and sharp as a door latch. “Policy’s clear. You can’t claim rain when you left the window open.”
“I’m telling you I closed the draft,” another voice said, deeper, careful. Alma’s skin prickled. She’d heard that shape of speech in dozens of ribbon cuttings, the way a person wore their vowels like a suit. “That curtain went up like it wanted to go.”
“Someone had the dampers wedged,” the first man said. “And the extinguisher in the wings had been emptied last week.”
A scrape. The recorder thumped, as if someone had bumped the table. “You’ll want to look elsewhere for blame,” the deeper voice said. “That stagehand—what’s his name. He’s been sniffing around the safe.”
Alma swallowed. The room breathed for a while—the hiss of gaslights, a tap, a distant door slam, the coils singing to themselves. Then a hush. And then a voice neither of them noticed before, soft and quick, twined through with a laugh like a cough even when it wasn’t laughing: “If this is found: look for the birds. Look where they roost, where the river looks down on us. The rest won’t burn.” The wire squealed, warped by heat, then went slack and the player stuttered.
Ezekiel’s hand shot to the switch. He exhaled theatrically. “You tried to feed fine linen through a saw,” he scolded the machine, then Alma, then himself. “Gently.” He squinted at the kink where the wire had stretched thin. With tweezers and adhesive, he introduced a bridge so fine Alma held her breath to not ruin it.
They started another spool: Act One of a November performance. Applause, a flat piano introduced, a cough, and under it the steady presence of a small figure breathing into a microphone as if letting air out slowly so as not to move the water around him. Julien. Between acts, the device must have been left running. Feet clanged on the catwalk. Voices swam up and receded. Then a rhythm, in the applause like beads left out of a pattern; long gap, short, short, long. Alma slid the notebook to herself with the seat numbers. “He’s mapping the house,” she said, excitement threading through worry. “Long: ten rows. Short: four. Which means… G-12, F-3, D-10.”
Tamsin stared. “What would he hide under a chair?”
“Something small that loves to hold together,” Alma said. “Coins. Magnets.”
Ezekiel twitched a curtain aside to glance at the street. “You have an audience,” he said mildly. A man in a blazer leaned against a lamppost with too much intention. The kind of man who pretended to be waiting for someone and had no one to wait for.
“Caldwell’s shadow,” Alma said. “We’ll go the back way.”
They entered the theater from the alley, where the air smelled like oranges from the bakery trash and metal from a rusted chain. The balcony creaked under them in a familiar way, as if slightly relieved at the company. Alma had memorized the seat numbers, a mantra. G-12. F-3. D-10. They split the row.
Under G-12, the gum turned into a fossil had cemented two coins to the wood rail. Alma eased her pocketknife under and teased. The coins finally lifted, stuck to each other with a satisfying snick. They weren’t money—tokens stamped with a reed border and a single letter each. F and R. She turned them in her palm. “River,” she murmured, thinking of the lullaby. Under F-3, another token, this one with an E. Under D-10, a V. RIVER. The irony of such a simple puzzle set in a house built on complicated things made her nostrils flare in angry admiration.
They worked faster. From under the arm of a seat, Tamsin pried a small metal disk that snapped onto Alma’s stack with magnetic hunger. The stack took shape—a cap the size of a tea light, edges just imperfect enough to show it had been made by hands in a quiet room.
Rourke’s whistle cut across the aisle. “Hey!” The flashlight made their hands suddenly clumsy. Tamsin’s jaw flexed like someone bracing for the taste of a shot of vinegar.
“We’re leaving,” Alma said, and stood slowly as if a faster movement would commit them to a chase. “We were checking seats for splinters.”
“You’re not paid to check anything,” he said. He didn’t raise his voice. It settled heavy and close. “Boss wants the place cleared.”
A crash like a bag of flour hitting the floor came from above. Then a shout, human and sharp. Mr. Ogden lay half-sat near the edge of the catwalk, one leg bizarrely pinned by a fallen sandbag. Tamsin moved first, fast and clean. She wrapped the coiled rope around a post, braced herself, and bore the weight long enough for Alma to free Ogden’s ankle. His face had gone wet and waxy with shock.
“Who left that loose?” Tamsin demanded, but her voice shook.
Rourke put his hands up as if to show them empty, an expression that could be care or could be paperwork fear. “The knots are old,” he said. “He shouldn’t be up there.” He snapped his radio belt. “Get an ambulance.”
Victor Caldwell arrived before the paramedics, as if he had been waiting just around the corner for a cue. He knelt by Mr. Ogden with the bedside manner of a politician: practiced, almost kind. “We’ll make sure you’re taken care of,” he said, soft. He looked up at Alma. “Ms. Reyes, I hear you’ve been capturing our farewell. I’d love to talk about a collaboration; maybe a series on change.” His smile was the line between charm and promise.
“I’d love a pause,” Alma said, showing her teeth to match. “Long enough to see if the building is telling us something.”
“Buildings don’t talk,” he said, looking past her the way one looks past a leaf that hasn’t yet fallen.
“They do if you listen,” she said.
Something like interest flickered in his eyes. Then he patted Mr. Ogden’s shoulder as if anointing him and stood. “You’re not hurt,” he said to Alma, making it sound like an accusation.
“Not yet,” Tamsin muttered.
Caldwell turned. “Clear it,” he said to Rourke. “I want no more accidents.” His gaze brushed Alma. “And, Ms. Reyes, be careful about the stories you float on our little station. It would be a shame if a funding hiccup forced your manager to make cuts.”
That night the diner windows fogged and blurred the street into a watercolor. The pie display held two slices of something lemon. Tamsin sat across from Alma, her hair now in a loose braid, eyes red at the edges from too much sawdust and concern. She pushed the sugar and then pushed it again as if marshaling courage.
“My grandmother kept a shoebox of programs,” she said. “She’d take them out on nights she couldn’t sleep and smell the paper. She told me once she saw a man go into the rigging in a gray coat—good wool, the kind I’ve only ever seen on people who don’t get sawdust on their clothes. She said later she saw him again in the newspaper standing with the developer’s father.” She looked down at the Formica. “She also told me not to repeat this, because the man owned the bank that owned our house for a while.”
Alma turned the magnetic cap in her hand. When she put it to the brass plate in her pocket, it settled with a tender click. The five little tongues thrummed barely perceptibly, as if they approved.
“Birds,” she said, remembering the voice on the wire. “Where they roost.”
“The roof,” Tamsin said. “Pigeon coop. The old caretaker kept racing birds till the council chased them off.”
“Let’s go,” Alma said.
They went by the fire stairs, the iron cold through their gloves. On the roof, the wind wrote restless cursive across their faces. The coop squatted beside the vent, wood grayed, mesh sagging. Tamsin pried the latch with a putty knife; it resisted the way old things resist, with a small wounded sound. Inside, a metal box—cookie tin, edges dented—sat tucked under a perch.
Alma held her breath. Inside the tin, letters tied with twine had melted into each other at the corners with damp, some crisp, some blurred. A photograph, the colors sunstruck and gone to sepia, showed a man in a neat overcoat handing a fat envelope to a smiling inspector who wore his badge like he hadn’t been bothered by the weight of it in a while. On the back, someone had written with quick anger: “Relief fund theft—evidence in safe—copy left with birds.”
“That coat,” Tamsin whispered. “It’s him.”
Down on the street, a sedan idled. The man in the blazer lit a cigarette even though the wind would fight him. He ground the match under his heel and narrowed his eyes at the building as if waiting for a signal.
“We’re not going out the front,” Alma said. She traced the roof edge and found the old iron ladder to the adjoining block. The rungs bit her palms through her thin gloves. Her boots were too loud. Tamsin’s breath hissed in disbelief and glee.
Back at Alma’s place, Tico greeted them by scent and indifference. Ezekiel called two minutes after their feet hit the rug. “My shop host had a visitor,” he said lightly. “The sort who tries drawers and asks questions in a way that makes your tea go cold.”
“Move the spools,” Alma said, already looking around for dumb places to hide smart things. She slid the wire spools into a flour bin—the only thing Caldwell’s shadow wouldn’t paw on purpose—and tucked the letters into a cereal box. Her heart jumped at every car door slam. “They want what hums. That’s what we have.”
Morning brought a bruised sky and the smell of rain laced with tide. Alma woke to noise under the stairs, a step too quiet for delivery and too confident for a neighbor. She sat up, held her breath, and heard it again: a pause you could fit a decision into, then soft retreat.
Tamsin, who’d slept on the couch, sat up with a wrench in her hand. “I don’t like that,” she said. “I like it less than a splinter under the nail.”
“What we have isn’t enough,” Alma said. “Letters are letters. People call them lies. We need a ledger. Something the city can’t pretend not to see.” She remembered Maribel’s note about permits and the missing page in the file Noreen had hinted at decades ago. “City Hall,” she said. “Then Caldwell’s office.”
Tamsin rolled her neck as if to crack the fear out. “We’re going into the bank?”
Alma nodded, feeling the weight of the five metal tongues through her jacket. “We’ll make the safe sing. We’ll make them hear what they’ve spent a lifetime not hearing.”

    
The Gala and the Lock
City Hall had the air of a middle school in summer: too much echo for the number of footsteps, the faint smell of old lunches baked into the paint. Mrs. Kline at Records wore a cardigan the color of a robin’s egg and a chain that kept her glasses from migrating. She recognized Alma from a fundraiser where Alma had stood in a corner recording the sound of a raffle drum.
“Miss Reyes,” Mrs. Kline said, sounding pleased by the novelty. “You brought the whispers?”
“I brought questions,” Alma replied. “Permits from the Orpheum.”
Mrs. Kline already had them stacked, as if she’d anticipated the request. She sighed like a kettle. “They reorganized this floor last month. We found things in the HVAC we didn’t know we’d lost. Half of one ledger page walked itself out of the building.” She slid an index card across the table. On it, numbers in fountain pen curved with the style of a man who liked his own hand. “I copied this before it did.”
The numbers weren't dates or seat rows. They were lengths and pauses: 3, 2, 4, 1, 5, 1, 3. Alma’s mouth shaped without sound. “That’s a melody,” she said, and hummed the river lullaby under her breath, matching the rises to the numbers. The pattern met in her head with the way the wire had broken and with the five tongues of the brass plate.
“Combination?” Mrs. Kline suggested, eyebrows high in appreciation for a dramatic notion.
“Or a sequence,” Alma said. “Built for a safe or a man.”
“He keeps his hand on the stair rail when he talks to me,” Mrs. Kline said, as if Caleb Caldwell—Victor’s father; then, correcting herself—“Victor. They do that to feel bigger. They forget the rail is older than them.” She slid a paperclip across with a small defiance. “If you find a missing truth, anchor it here.”
Noreen waited for them on the plaza, a scarf blown sideways by the river wind. She had put on more lipstick and her good shoes. “I’m coming,” she said. “If anyone tells you it’s improper for an old woman to attend a gala she wasn’t invited to, send them to me.”
“The gala is at the developer’s office,” Alma said. The old bank rose across the street, a wedge of a building with an entrance that made you straighten your jacket.
“Then even better,” Noreen said. “I spent half my life waiting backstage. I can make any room look my stage if I have to.”
The Caldwell Building’s lobby gleamed. Brass rails reflected champagne flutes as if amused. A quartet played something that sounded expensive. Donors, and those who wanted to be seen as donors, arranged their faces into listening expressions while Victor Caldwell worked the room, his tie a neutral stripe suggesting taste without risk.
In the van, Ezekiel calibrated a device connected to the bone-conduction pickup, making tiny adjustments with the tip of his screwdriver. “You’ll feel the tumblers, not just hear them,” he said. “Rourke will be sniffing the service halls, so keep your feet courteous.”
Tamsin peered at the building’s side entrance. “I’ll pull the fire door at nine fifty. You’ll have three minutes before the automatic lock resets. If you take longer, you’re spending the night under the stairs.”
Noreen powdered her nose. “I will keep Victor busy. He’s always had a weakness for women who pretend not to doubt him.” She slid her arm through Alma’s. “If someone tries to stop you, cough. A good cough is indisputable.”
They rehearsed the route with fingers on a napkin: lobby, lift to three, right down the hall to the office with the frosted glass. The plan was a high wire made of thread and belief. Some plans were like that and worked anyway.
At eight, Alma slid into the lobby dressed a notch above her comfort, the pin Noreen had given her at her lapel. The security guard at the desk assessed her with a look that logged height and shoes and whether she looked like a person who knew where the restrooms were.
“I’m here to interview Mr. Caldwell about his gala,” Alma said, and lifted her recorder. The guard softened, grateful to be included in the glare of attention.
Upstairs, the corridor had carpet thick enough to cheat footsteps. Alma pressed the back of her hand to the wall; she could feel air moving in the ducts, a polite breath. At the end: Victor Caldwell’s office, the frosted letters bending the light around themselves. She tried the door. Locked. She put the bone-conduction disc against the knob. The lock admitted in a small voice that it was ordinary; no pride there.
Downstairs, laughter rose like a curtain. Noreen’s voice, warm and shaped, carried phrases like “in the public interest” and “remembering.” Alma slid the gray puck under the door with her foot and set it thrumming, the tone low enough to be felt more than heard. The safe behind the shelves answered. She could feel it in her teeth.
She slipped a shim she’d borrowed from Tamsin into the door and nudged. The bolt gave with the offended click of a rule bent, not broken. She stepped into the scent of expensive paper and wood polish and a bowl of oranges that had been chosen for how they looked, not how they tasted. The safe sat in plain view—the kind of confidence that came from not believing you could be touched.
She dragged the chair just enough to sit, fingers steady because she had made them steady. The dial was cold. She pressed the bone-conduction disc to the metal, the wire curving to her recorder. Even with the pickup, the tumblers spoke so softly she needed to think in whispers. She turned the dial: the first number at the point of silence; the second where the lullaby dipped; the third where it lifted like a boat on a little wave. She felt, in that minuscule pause between clicks, the difference between almost and there.
Below, applause punctured the carpeted hush. Noreen laughed and it scattered light like a handful of pins tossed into the air. Alma’s mouth curved, then flattened as a key turned in a door down the hall. Rourke’s gait had the rhythm of a man who bought his shoes for duty, not pleasure. Alma’s pulse left orderly and went to alarm.
She spun the last number, heard the lock’s throat prepare to clear, and in that moment the handle resisted. “All right,” she whispered to the safe as if coaxing a skittish animal. “On your breath.” She counted two beats, as the river song would, then pulled. The door opened with a sigh and a hinge’s old prayer.
Inside, order: boxes labeled with numbers, a pouch with a small gold seal, a bundle of keys heavier than the one in her pocket, a stack of envelopes addressed to donors and men whose names made newspaper columns. And a slim metal canister, matte black, the kind that kept microfiche like secrets frost. Alma slid it into her bag. She snapped two photographs of the inside with her phone, for her own map back into this quiet.
Rourke’s voice drew nearer on a murmured edge. Alma closed the safe, set the dial to where it had been, put the oranges back into their improbable geometry, and slipped behind the curtain that covered a bookcase. Rourke opened the door with a kind of permission he didn’t have to ask for. Alma watched his silhouette through the fabric. He studied the desk, sniffed in a way that said he felt foolish for sniffing, and left.
Alma waited long enough to put roots down in her shoes. Then she moved. In the hall, a man in a blazer—Caldwell’s satellite—strolled in the wrong place accidentally on purpose. Tamsin caught his eye and dropped a stack of programs with a clatter so theatrical it made him flinch. The elevator dinged like a polite bell. Alma stepped in, a woman who has only ever been where she belongs, and the doors folded shut.
In the van, Ezekiel took the canister with a reverence usually reserved for bread. “There’s a reader in the basement of the library,” he said. “It smells like pencil shavings. Let’s go introduce this to light.”
The reader’s lamp threw a square of clarity. The microfiche showed columns and signatures and, underneath the neatness, the outline of things done to hurry a project forward. Noreen ran a finger down a list of inspection stamps. “Look at the dates,” she said. “They’re backwards. They stamped the day after the fire as if it were before.”
Ezekiel blew air through his teeth. “That’s a different kind of arson.”
The room filled with the buzz of lights and the quiet concentration of people who liked paper. Alma copied frames on the printer, the warmth of the paper a little obscene against what was on it. She slipped the copies into a folder. Her phone vibrated with a message from Jae: “Whatever you’re doing, the manager is frowning. But the intern just heard a cool rumor and wants to make a zine.”
They left by the side door. The street had that end-of-night softness when even the cars seemed to avoid jarring the sleeping buildings. Rourke stood across the road, arms folded. He looked not triumphant but tired.
“You think you’re saving a pretty room,” he said, no bark now. “Men build, men tear down. Women, too. It goes.”
“We’re saving the truth about it,” Alma said. “The room is what it is because of what happened inside it.”
He glanced at the folder in her hand, then at Noreen. Something in him respected age out of a reflex he couldn’t help. He stepped aside, turning his face away like a person avoiding a smell they can’t change.
Back in the van, they exhaled like divers breaking the surface. Alma counted the sheets. They were enough to get a judge to at least raise an eyebrow. With the spools, the photograph, the letters, they had a history that hummed and a present that tried to drown it. The gala music swelled across the street, bright and blind to the weather everyone else walked in.
“What now?” Tamsin asked.
“Now we ask the building to wait one more day,” Alma said. “And we put a piece on the air that makes sleeping ears turn toward the radio.”

    
The River Hushes
By nine in the morning, Alma, Noreen, Tamsin, and Ezekiel stood in a hallway that smelled like floor polish and old lemon hard candy. The judge had a face that looked used to polite argument. Alma spread the photocopies in a fan, letters interleaved like ribs. The microfiche reader hummed in the corner like an apprentice who wanted to help but knew better than to speak.
The judge tapped with a pen, then looked from the paper to Alma. “You have wire recordings that name an arsonist, photographs of payments to inspectors, and a ledger that was missing now not missing. The building is scheduled for demolition in…” He looked at a small clock. “Twenty-four hours.” He opened a drawer and took out a stamp. “I am not a preservationist. I am a person who recognizes the difference between a mess and a cover. Temporary injunction granted.” The stamp thunked satisfyingly. “Get me a case number for the police. And get a statement from Mr. Caldwell. If he resists, tell him the sound of an old woman humming can end a career faster than a headline.” His mouth twitched. “My grandmother taught me that.”
Outside, the air had an applause of its own. Jae texted a string of exclamation marks and a skull, then a microphone. “Caleb says we’ll air whatever you make at seven tonight. He also asked if you can make it less likely he’ll be sued,” the text read.
Alma took the news to Mr. Ogden in the hospital, where his foot sat elevated like a person at an awkward party. He took her hand and laughed, a sound like the first time a door opens in spring. “Tell her to hold,” he said of the Orpheum. “Tell her to swallow the rain and not to drown.”
They went straight to the Orpheum to tack an official-looking paper to the door. The river had gone mild, the tide breathing in. Rourke stood by a stack of folded fencing, reading the posted letter and rubbing his jaw. “He will not like this,” he said, the he needing no name.
“He doesn’t have to like it,” Tamsin said. “He has to follow it.” Her chin had a set that Alma had seen on people holding beams alone while someone fetched a jack.
That afternoon, someone poured gasoline at the base of a support wall. The smell reached Alma before she reached the alley. She ran the last ten steps. A man—not Rourke—wore a cheap jacket and guilt. He fumbled with a match. Alma yelled and the matchbook clattered to the pavement. The man scooped it, bolted. Tamsin tripped him with an extension cord like a rodeo trick. The man flailed. His face slammed into damp concrete. He moaned a small, surprised sound, the kind a person makes when they realize the world notices their body.
Water pipes creaked above. Alma pulled the manual sprinkler lever so hard the cable burned her palm and the system coughed awake. Dust turned to paste on the stage. The gasoline ribboned into glistening fish that fled down the steps.
Rourke arrived at a trot. He looked at the man, at the damp, at the posted injunction. He opened and closed his mouth and then closed it again, as if tasting choices. When the police came, he put his hand on the man’s shoulder in a way that could be steadying or claiming. “He doesn’t work for us,” Rourke said. “But I can tell you who told him to hurry things up.”
The hearing room at City Hall smelled like coffee gone cold and damp wool drying. The recorder sat in the center like an altar piece. Ezekiel had coaxed the wire’s injured segments into a shape as strong as they’d be. He flipped a switch. The speakers breathed. The river lullaby threaded through the hiss like a patient weed that pushed up between paving stones no one expected to crack.
Julien’s voice came first, a little breathless from climbing, like a person who spoke from a ladder. “If you can hear this, it means it wasn’t just a fever dream.” There was a laugh, quick, then the cough of a man who doesn’t trust his lungs. “Check the roof where the pigeons talk. I left copies where the birds can read. And if they try to blame me, call Noreen Vale. She sees like a cat. She’ll tell you who wore the nice coat.” The room murmured softly as Noreen’s name entered it like someone lighting the farthest lamp.
A second voice, clipped, careful—Harold Caldwell, younger—spoke about dampers that sorted themselves. The insurance man, dry and amused, questioned physics with the steadiness of someone who could afford not to be liked. The tape bucked, then found itself again and arrived at a sentence with teeth, Julien pushing the words: “He took the money for the sprinkler upgrade and called it a donation somewhere else.” The room’s air leaned with people, toward the speaker, the way bodies do when they agree before their minds do.
Noreen stood when it stopped. She didn’t raise her voice, because the room was already leaning. “He told me he would set proof in a place that wouldn’t burn,” she said. “And he did. And when we knocked on a door that wouldn’t open, I believed somebody had put that door there on purpose.” Her mouth trembled once. “I carried that door for sixty years.”
Victor Caldwell sat at the back, flanked by men who made shoulders a business. He had cut his tie shorter, as if lack distracted honesty. When asked to speak, he considered the ceiling, then the table, then the faces. “I refuse to be judged by recordings made illegally and by aged—” He stopped, rolled his lips together, started again. “My father did what he thought best for this town.”
“Your father lit it,” someone said from the far row, not loud, but the words struck the microphones and traveled.
The councilwoman at the front lifted her gavel and put it down gently. “We are not judging your father,” she said. “We’re halting the demolition of a building that holds in its walls evidence of fraud. We’re turning materials over to the prosecutor.” She looked at Alma. “And we’re asking the station to air what they have, within reason and taste. People should hear their home when it speaks.”
By seven, the studio smelled like pizza, stress, and a little victory, sharp as ozone. Jae balanced on a stool, tapping the countertop with a pencil in time with the river lullaby that Alma had laid under the intro. Caleb practiced his earnest nod in a microcosm, then admitted to himself he was not going to sound like a villain even if a villain hated him.
Alma introduced the special. Her voice sounded steady as rope. “Tonight,” she said, “you’ll hear a building breathe. You’ll hear men making choices and a crew member who left breadcrumbs you can hear, not see.” She cued the spool segment and eased the fader. The lullaby rose, filled headphones, moved into kitchens where people stirred soup and into cars where hands clasped the wheel, and into one apartment where an old man who had lied to himself leaned against a sink and cried in a way that would have surprised anyone who thought he couldn’t.
Noreen sang a verse of “Hush, River, Hush” live, her voice smoke and honey. It wavered once, then steadied. Alma watched the meters in case the hum of the air conditioner wanted to argue with her. It didn’t. Tamsin read seat numbers and the word they spelled as if calling a bingo game no one could lose. Ezekiel explained why iron sings, and in doing so made a town who had always heard the river without listening hear why it had felt like home.
Calls came in. Mr. Ogden phoned from his hospital bed and left a message scolding Alma for not giving him enough notice to comb his hair. A boy of eight whistled into the receiver in the shape of the lullaby and then hung up, shy. A woman said she had kept her grandmother’s ticket stub in a Bible and would bring it by if they wanted it.
Victor Caldwell did not call. Rourke did, leaving a voicemail that began with “For the record” and ended with “I was wrong.” The prosecutor called Caleb and used the words chain of custody three times and complimented the phrasing of the intro once despite himself.
After the hour ended and the last ad slunk in to steal the mood, Jae leaned back and let out a long-exhale oof. “We’re going to get yelled at by at least three people,” they said, smiling in a way that made it impossible to worry.
The Orpheum smelled like wet books and fresh coffee the next morning, a result of wet beams and a kettle in the lobby keeping vigil with volunteers. Tamsin, on a ladder, refastened a loose bit of molding with a love that made Alma avert her eyes. Ezekiel, at a folding table, tuned a radio until it held the morning show from a town where no one knew their names and didn’t have a reason to.
Mr. Ogden arrived on a cane and threw the cane at a chair, disgusted with its implication. “She held,” he said, and patted a column as if greeting a horse that had made it over a jump. “Stubborn girl.”
Alma walked the aisle slowly. The river song hid in the walls now the way a smile hides in a face, invisible until something you love walks into the room. The magnets in her pocket clicked a little with each step. The light through the stained glass caught dust and made it look festive instead of negligent.
“Look,” Tamsin said, pointing to a bit of plaster near the proscenium where water had loosened a layer of paint. Under it, a mural revealed itself—river reeds, a bird lifting, a small boat with a lantern. Someone had painted the lullaby once, long before they sang it on the radio, maybe to calm the stage before a big night, maybe to plead with it.
Noreen touched the reeds with two fingers. “We always believed the mural was there,” she whispered. “We were right to believe.”
In the balcony, Alma sat in the seat marked G-12 and looked at the stage the way you look at a lake when you’re about to jump in. She put her hand to the brick and felt a warmth that was probably sun and could have been gratitude if she believed buildings felt such things.
Her phone buzzed with an email: a fellowship for investigative pieces on places and the people who read them. It felt like permission without the panic of approval. She laughed under her breath and startled a pigeon that had come back early to see if anything good was happening.
Outside, kids drew a river in chalk down the sidewalk, blue and green and fingers stained to match. Across the street, the Caldwell name came down from a temporary banner in a storm of polite silence. Rourke watched it fall with an expression that had nothing to do with victory and everything to do with approvals for work he would never get blamed for again.
Alma met Noreen at the bottom of the aisle. Noreen handed her a folded playbill. Inside, a photo of Julien Price, his eyes bracketed by laugh lines, a coil of wire around his wrist like a bracelet. “He was the best of us,” Noreen said simply.
The river made the sound of someone shushing happily. Alma tilted her head, and the brick hummed back, not with a lullaby now, but with a room’s regular breath as people carried lumber and story and coffee in and out. She kissed the proscenium with her fingertips in a small, private thank you, then went to help Tamsin hold a beam steady while Ezekiel fetched the proper size of screws and argued amiably with a radio host from three towns over about the physics of resonance.
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