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The Hush at Lyric House
Wendy Sarrel
When acoustics engineer Juno Park returns to stormy Greybridge to help restore a derelict theater, she finds a silence that steals voices. With a lighthouse keeper’s tuning fork, a sharp-eyed barista, her brother, and a stray dog, she must retune a haunted house and return a stolen song.
ProseHub


    
The Return to Greybridge
The bus hissed to a stop by the harbor and Juno stepped down into the smell of wet rope and diesel. Greybridge crouched along the slate water like something that had learned to brace itself against weather, its rows of brick and timber held tight by iron bolts and gossip. Rain slid off her hood and ticked on her suitcase. She paused to listen. For a second, beneath gulls and the clink of mast rings, she caught a thread of sound, a high, stretched whisper that seemed to come from the boarded face of Lyric House.
“You came back in storm season,” said the driver, hauling her case onto the pavement. “You locals always remember after the last sunny day.”
“I remember good coffee,” Juno answered, because the driver had those bright, expectant eyes of small towns. “And the way the clock tower runs five minutes fast.”
“Still does.” He climbed back into the bus. “Welcome home.”
She tugged her suitcase along the slick street. The theater was two blocks up, its sign buried in scaffolding, its columns scabbed with salt. The letters L Y R I C slept under canvas like a shy mouth. It was the only building in Greybridge that still made Juno feel like she might be fourteen again: knees bruised from choir risers, throat raw, ears tilted for the way sound pooled under the dome.
She ducked into the first lit doorway that promised warmth. The bell on the café door made a hollow, sugar-glass chime, and heat fogged her glasses. The barista lifted her chin in greeting. “You look like you know exactly what you want and also like you haven’t slept.”
“Both true.” Juno pushed her hood back. “I’ll take something that tastes like clean slate and forgiveness.”
“That’s a black Americano and a ginger cookie.” The barista moved with economical care, curls pinned up with a pencil. “I’m Rae. You’re… not a trucker. Not a tourist either.”
“Juno.” She took the steaming mug between cold palms. “I used to live here.” She almost said I used to sing here, but the words caught. “I’m here for the theater.”
Rae’s eyes flicked to the rain-streaked windows. “The House eats contractors for breakfast.”
“I’m not a contractor. Acoustics. They hired me to help with the organ restoration.” Juno tasted the coffee. It was bitter and honest. “If they let me in.”
“They will. Maeve’s been asking after a Juno. She’ll be up there now, counting plaster cracks like rosary beads.” Rae slid a cookie across. “On the house. Greybridge has missed having someone who listens for a living.
Juno ate half the cookie in three absent bites, rain ticking in a scattered code on the awning. The café’s speaker was low, the song a soft ache of guitar, and she felt the way sound fit this corner — the hum of refrigeration like a bucket catchment, Rae’s voice steady, the space absorbing and giving back in equal measure.
“You ever hear things,” Juno asked, eyes on the street, “that aren’t quite there?”
Rae leaned on the counter. “In this town, everybody does. The lighthouse moans, the tide grumbles. The pub swears it has a weeping wall. Why?”
“Just checking.” Juno tucked the cookie into her pocket. “Thanks, Rae.”
“Anytime. If you need help lugging anything, yell. I’m loud.”
She took the slope toward Lyric House, suitcase wheels complaining over cobbles polished by boots and rain. The theater rose like a ship’s prow at the bend of the street, flanked by a fishmonger and a shop that always seemed to sell exactly what you needed only once. The portico had been scrubbed recently; someone had washed the grime into lighter streaks that made it look like the stone had cried.
Maeve Doyle met her in the vestibule with a flashlight and the energy of a woman who treats projects like living beasts. “You’re Juno Park,” she said, as if discovering a long-lost tool in a drawer. “You’re early or I’m late.”
“Both probably.” Juno lifted her suitcase. “I didn’t think to call ahead and ask if the doorbell worked.”
“We don’t have a doorbell.” Maeve squinted at the broken glass in the transom. “We have mice that run at you if you knock hard enough. Come on. Mind the buckets.”
Inside, Lyric House exhaled cold that had weight to it. Buckets lined the aisles like a strange audience, each catching its own particular rhythm of drip. Dust softened the red velvet seats to the color of old cherries. The ceiling dome, cracked in a sunflower pattern, gathered the whispering rain and sent it back, a breath, a secret.
“It’s worse than the pictures,” Juno said. She felt the dome above them, her ears mapping the space. Even silent, a room had a pitch. This one was an F that had been bent too hard.
“It will be beautiful,” Maeve said, and Juno believed her because Maeve’s wrists were wrapped in measuring tape like bangles. “We’re on the edge of the grant. Your report will tip us.” She clicked the flashlight. “Show you the loft?
They climbed a narrow stair whose rail was smooth where hands had made a path through flaking paint. The organ loft door stuck and then yielded with a cough of wood. The instrument itself waited under a tarp, a sleeping giant draped in blue. Pipes rose in ranks, some capped, some open, their lips a hundred little mouths. Even through the must, Juno could smell winded metal, a faint resin of polish from a lifetime ago, and something else — the clean, cold smell before snow.
“Can I?” she asked.
Maeve nodded. Together they folded back a corner of tarp. The console sat like a captain’s desk: worn keys, stop knobs labeled in a looping hand, two foot pedals polished by shoes that once knew where to land. Juno brushed dust off the nameplate. “Rutherford & Sons, 1911,” she read. “They built instruments to reshape rooms. My professor used to call them… thunder tricksters.”
Maeve laughed softly. “Trick us some thunder, then. We’ve had nothing but quiet the bad way.”
“What do you mean?”
Maeve hesitated, as if picking words from a shelf where each one cost money. “You grew up here. You know the stories. Lyric House went dark after the fire. Nobody died, they say, but the stage went cold. Since we started the restoration, it’s like the building holds its breath. Open mic nights at the café go wrong. Voices go thin as thread. Folks stop finishing songs. It’s nothing you can write in a grant, but I can’t ask this town to give again until I know the House won’t take.”
Juno looked up into the throat of the organ. Something in the pipes seemed to be listening back. She laid her hand on the wood. It was clammy, but beneath the chill a slow warmth came, like a cat deciding to trust. “I’ll need time in here. Alone, some. And I’ll need to talk to Mr. Bellamy.”
“Bellamy?” Maeve’s eyebrows rose. “He keeps the lighthouse. And the radio. He can tune a kettle to C sharp by ear. He practically founded the rumor mill. He’ll have stories.”
“Good.” Juno pulled her notebook out, its corners bent from travel. “I like stories. They show where the cracks are.”
As they turned to go, the tarp lifted at the far end as if a draft had found a way in. A single, hollow tone brushed the room, not from a pipe, but from the air itself. It was almost a voice. It was almost her name.
“Hear that?” Maeve’s flashlight found only dust motes and the calm shape of pipes.
“I heard air changing its mind,” Juno said, and tried to smile. “The House is testing me.”
“Test back.” Maeve pulled the door to and the latch settled with a tired click. “I’ll leave you keys. Don’t come after midnight if the tide’s wrong. The lane floods and I won’t fish you out.”
“Understood.”
On the steps outside, Juno caught sight of a boy on a skateboard kicking up a streak of water. He pivoted on one wheel at the curb, hair pasted to his forehead. “You’re Juno Park,” he declared like he’d practiced the line. “Eli’s sister. He owes me a fiver if that’s true.”
“I am,” she said, a laugh surprised out of her. “Tell him to pay you and then call me. He still has my amp cable.”
“Eli doesn’t sing anymore,” the boy said, as if this were the weather and not a knife. He pushed off and shot down the hill.
Rae stood under the café awning when Juno came back by, hands in her apron pockets. “You made a face in there,” she said. “The kind you make when you taste something too honest.”
“Do you ever get the sense the building wants to say something and can’t?” Juno asked.
“Every time I mop.” Rae shrugged. “The walls are full of unsent letters.” She glanced past Juno to the theater. “Don’t let it use your good ear without giving something back. You’ll get stomachaches.”
“I brought earplugs,” Juno said.
“Cute.” Rae snorted. “Earplugs can’t keep out stories.”
That night in the gatehouse apartment, Juno slept with the window cracked to hear the tide. The radiator put its shoulders into the work, clanking like it refused to grow old. She set her suitcase under the table, her notebook by the bed. Before she drifted, she heard it again: a stretched whisper in the bones of the building, a name shaped like a breath. Someone trying the first vowel of a song.
She dreamt of standing on the stage with her back to the empty seats, speaking into the dome the way you speak into a shell to hear the sea. No words came out. But the air pressed against her teeth, urging, and her hands found a tuning fork, cold and heavy, that hummed when she thought the right note. When she woke before dawn, the echo of it lay in her palm as if she had been holding something that wasn’t there.

    
The First Silence
Greybridge mornings began with the gulls deciding who was late and the fishermen arguing with engines. Juno pulled her jacket on over pajamas and walked the length of the quay just to let her ears find the day’s shape. The fog bell across the water boomed, patient and resigned. She liked how it made the street seams tremble.
By noon, she’d mapped a dozen places inside Lyric House where sound misbehaved: a corner of the balcony where a whisper ricocheted and came back as a sigh, a part of the stage where a footstep had a small echo like a hiccup. She traced cracks with blue painter’s tape and scribbled notes. In the organ loft she found a grid of pencil marks on the floor, initials and dates, the earliest from 1912. The ink had soaked into wood like a secret kept too long.
Maeve brought her a thermos and a sandwich she called a builder’s apology. “We have an open mic at Rae’s tonight,” she said. “Trying to convince people to use their voices again. It helps when the theater isn’t the only place the town expects to sing.”
“Good,” Juno said. “I’ll be there.”
“She’ll put you to work running cables.” Maeve tilted her head. “You ever think of performing again?”
Juno’s stomach tightened. “I think of breathing. The rest… will follow or won’t.”
“Fair.” Maeve’s smile held no pity. “I trust your ear. I don’t care if you never sing a note.”
By evening the café was a handful of strings of lights and a chalkboard that begged: Come be brave for three minutes. Rae stood behind a mic with a smile that dared anyone to mock. Eli slouched at a back table, hair the color of wet chestnut, jaw set, the stubborn line that used to make him a terrible Monopoly opponent. He flinched when she slid into the chair beside him.
“I brought your amp cable,” she said.
“Don’t need it.” He ran a thumb along the knuckles of his free hand. “They still think I’ll play.”
“You used to love this,” Juno said, gentle. “When did it start? The quiet?”
He shrugged, like a boy back under a too-big coat. “Last winter. I’d open my mouth and it felt like cotton. No air. I thought panic. Then other people got it. Leila forgot lyrics to a song she’s sung since she was eight. The choir got… thinner.” He swallowed. “You listen to rooms. It’s the rooms, isn’t it?”
“The rooms are part of it,” she said. “But they listen back. We can get loud again.”
Rae’s knuckle drums called them to attention. A carpenter with hands like mallets sang first, a tight baritone that loosened with applause. A tourist told a joke about boats. An older woman recited a poem in a voice that was another kind of weather. When Eli’s name went up on the board in a tight, careful print, he shook his head. He wouldn’t meet Juno’s eyes.
Rae hummed into the mic. “We’ve got a slot free. Someone brave. Or someone who’s had just enough ginger cookies to think bravery is a snack.” Her gaze snagged on Juno’s. She didn’t say the name, but she didn’t have to.
Juno stood because the old reflexes had better balance than her doubts. She walked to the mic. The café was a bright pocket of hope in the wet night. She swallowed. The taste of copper rose like a bad memory.
“I used to sing here,” she said. “I’m trying on my voice like a pair of boots I left at home.” A few people laughed softly. She hummed, a single note to settle her chest, and opened her mouth to sing a simple folk tune she could do in her sleep.
Sound didn’t come. The mic hummed faintly. Her ribs moved. Nothing else. The kind of nothing that felt like stepping onto a stair that wasn’t there. She blinked at Rae, who leaned toward the mixer, puzzled.
“Check?” Rae said into the second mic. The sound system responded with a clean ring. “Check-one-two.”
Juno tried again. Her lips shaped vowels. Her tongue lifted. The note in her head, the muscle memory, the way you lean into a vowel to carry it — all there. The air stalled three inches above her larynx as if the room had put a hand in her throat and said, hush.
A chair scraped. Someone coughed. Juno stepped back, face hot in a cold way. She let the mic drop to her side and bowed like it was a joke she had owned. “Maybe next time,” she said, and heard how thin the words were.
Eli shot up as she reached the table, eyes dark. “You okay?”
“I am,” she lied. “It’s not panic.”
Rae spoke into the mic like a ship’s captain into fog. “It happens,” she said. “Sometimes the tide holds on to your voice on its way out. It brings it back when it feels like it.” Then she nodded at a boy of about twelve with a trumpet too big for his lap. “Let’s have Owen.”
Owen’s first note was a brave mistake. His second was sure. By the third, his tone sweetened and you could feel shoulders in the room drop a fraction. Juno let herself breathe the way she taught kids to breathe: low, wide, patient. The air in the café seemed to thicken around the doorway. It felt like the place where cold meets warm and condenses.
The lights along the window flickered. The glass fogged from the bottom up as if someone were breathing on it from outside. Juno’s fingers prickled. She heard, underneath Owen’s steady line, a second melody clinging to it like a ghost harmony, reaching, almost pleading.
When the boy finished, the room applauded too loudly, like a ritual to keep something out. Rae glanced at Juno, and for a second, no one’s lips moved but a voice spoke in the back of her head, shaped by the café’s tin ceiling and wooden floors:
— Don’t sing in the undercroft.
Juno’s chair scraped too loud as she stood. “I need to see the theater,” she said, and grabbed her coat. Eli stumbled after her, confusion tight around his mouth.
Rain had taken the world down to streetlamps and the pale ribs of boats. Lyric House hulled the corner in shadow, the portico deeper than it should be. The keys shook in Juno’s cold hand. Maeve’s warning about midnight flashed through her brain. It was only ten.
“Juno, wait,” Eli said. “You don’t like going in there at night.”
“I don’t like a lot of things,” she said. “Come with me. If it gets weird, you leave.”
They stepped into a lobby that smelled like damp velvet and lemon cleaner. The hush had a texture, almost furred, clinging around the chandeliers. Juno let her fingers brush the banister as they took the stair. Each step sounded too polite.
“The undercroft?” Eli asked. He had to say it softly; the place swallowed full volume.
“The under-stage rooms,” Juno said. “Old storage. Cellar under the cellar. I found the trap door in the grid today — nailed shut from above.”
“You’re going to break in.”
“I’m going to listen through wood.” She reached the wings. The stage stretched out, black and patient. She could feel the dome overhead even from here, the way it gathered breath and held it. Off upstage left, a door gaped, a bored mouth. Beyond it, a corridor sloped down, rough plaster freckled with salt stains.
Spotting a coil of rope and a flashlight, she handed the light to Eli. “Stay at the top,” she said, and tapped the first stair with her boot. The wood answered dull, then hollow. She knelt. There, under flaking paint, an iron hasp straddled a seam. Someone had hammered it shut and then painted over it in the color of obedience.
Juno put her ear to the seam. She felt ridiculous. She also felt the grain of wood under her cheek cool as river stone. If a room could hum, this one did, but so low you mistook it for the tremor in your own bones.
“Do you hear anything?” Eli whispered.
She shivered. “Like someone talking behind a curtain.”
A draft lifted the edges of her jacket. She stood too quickly, a dizzy little wave chasing the movement. Something brushed her earlobe like a breath from below. It was an intimate distance. She could have sworn a word rose and evaporated against her skin.
“Juno,” Eli said, voice strangled with trying not to be afraid. “We should go.”
They went, because leaving is sometimes braver than staying. At the threshold of the loft stairs, a sound like a note plucked from a distance bent in the air and then snapped. The lights in the house whispered in a chain and then steadied.
On the street, she counted to ten under her breath and at six realized she’d been doing it on the exhale like she had before a performance. Eli laughed and then scrubbed his face. “We are not telling Mom about this,” he said.
“She’d send garlic,” Juno said. “And a priest.” She looked back at the theater. In the rain-glossed windows, her reflection was a double. For half a beat, her other self lifted a hand before she did.

    
The Decision at Dusk
The next afternoon, Juno found Mr. Bellamy at the lighthouse with a soldering iron in one hand and a coil of wire in the other. The room smelled like salt, coffee, and the underside of old radios. Voices feathered the air in Morse, less language than weather. He didn’t look up from the circuit board; he knew her by the way she set her feet on the wooden floor.
“You brought the fog with you,” he said. “And the kind of trouble that stops people clapping.”
“You always liked making entrances for me,” Juno said, stepping over a box of vacuum tubes. “I need your ear.”
“My ear is seventy-five and loves gossip.” He peered at her over readers. His hair had gone the color of steel and foam. “The House whispering again?”
“It’s more than whispering,” she said. “It’s taking.” She told him about Rae’s, the door under the stage, the voice that quit her throat like a startled bird.
Bellamy set the iron away and killed the current with a switch that thunked like a book shut. “People always think silence is nothing, but there’s a hundred kinds,” he said. “There’s tired quiet. There’s church quiet. There’s the quiet of snow that makes sound a room you could live in. Then there’s the quiet with its hands out.”
“What does it want?”
“Attention. Repair. Justice. All of the above, sometimes.” He walked to a cabinet and took down a small box, the velvet rubbed thin along the edges. From it, he lifted a tuning fork, older than the radio, older than his hands. Its stem was wrapped in dark thread. “Found this in a fisherman’s trunk thirty years ago. He said his granddad lifted it from the theater the week after the fire.”
“A tuning fork?” Juno reached out as if for a bird. “What pitch?”
Bellamy struck it lightly on the heel of his hand. It rang not just in the air but through the floor, a note you felt like a memory. “It’s not one of your standard ones,” he said. “I’ve tuned the fog bell with it. I’ve quieted a crying baby. It’s temperature fussy and stubborn as a mule, but it finds a room’s truth if a person listens.”
She held it, and it held her back, cool and heavy, its hum a contour more than a sound. Her fingers tingled. For a second, all the radios around them blurred into a distant sea, the lighthouse itself a throat singing a long, slow tone.
“Keep it,” Bellamy said. “You’ll bring it back or I’ll come find you and take it off your grave.”
“Cheerful,” she said, but her voice came out husky. “Why would anyone nail an undercroft shut?”
Bellamy’s eyes went to the window where slick water shouldered the rocks. “It wasn’t the fire that made people turn away,” he said. “It was what happened the week after. A soprano — Agnes Orlaith — came to Greybridge to sing a benefit to pay for repairs. Came out of retirement for it. The night of the rehearsal, she sang under the dome and the painter up on the scaffold swore he saw a halo of dust in the air around her mouth. The next day, she lost her voice. Woke like she’d swallowed wool. They tried everything. After that, folks said there was a wrongness under the stage. They sealed it and they sealed their shame.”
“Did she get it back?”
“If she did, she didn’t tell anyone.” Bellamy opened a drawer and took out a photograph the size of his palm. A woman looked out, jaw proud, eyes not so much kind as necessary. The corner of the picture had been burned long ago, a careless ember.
Juno slid the fork into her pocket. She felt taller and more anchored and more visible all at once. “I’m going down there,” she said.
“Don’t go alone.” He took a slow sip of coffee. “Take the boy. Take Rae. Take a dog if you can make one follow you. Dogs hear what we won’t.”
“Do you have a dog?”
“The lighthouse has gulls.” He grimaced. “They’re useless on an existential level.”
Juno laughed, and a weight eased off her ribs. “I’ll make do with people.”
“You were always good at that,” he said. “Just remember — you’re not battling air. You’re arguing with a story. They’re heavier.”
On her way back through town, a stray with one torn ear fell into step beside her. It trotted neat as a metronome, ribs a bit too visible, coat the color of toast left in too long. It didn’t beg. It didn’t press against her leg. It looked up at her once as if to check a note.
“Do you belong to anyone?” Juno asked.
The dog sneezed and shook rain from its whiskers. It carried its tail like a question mark.
She ducked into Rae’s for a paper cup of broth. “You going to adopt another impossible project?” Rae teased, ladling. “I saw you with Maeve. You’ve got the expression of someone who married a building.”
“A temporary dog,” Juno said. “And yes. The building and I are in counseling.”
Rae slid the cup across. “Name him before he starts naming you.”
“Whistle,” Juno said. The dog accepted the name and the broth with equal grace.
At dusk, they stood under the stage with a pry bar, a coil of rope, two headlamps, and the dog at their feet like a punctuation mark. Maeve had left the back makeshift-lit with a work light that threw a moon of yellow on the floor. Eli held the flashlight like a weapon. Rae carried a small sunflower in one hand because she said she didn’t go into forgotten places without bringing light even if it was borrowed from a plant.
“It’s probably rodents,” Eli said as Juno knelt at the seam. “Or an old machine. Or a gas line. Something normal.”
“I love normal.” Juno wedged the pry bar under the hasp. The wood complained. “Normal keeps you employed.” She leaned, weight into the metal, felt the give, and then the sudden glide of old nails letting go. The hasp popped. Cold moved like a thought across their hands.
Rae squeezed the flower stem. “Don’t sing in the undercroft,” she said softly. “But do speak. No one likes being only sung at.”
“Who told you that?” Juno asked.
Rae shrugged. “An aunt. A dream. The wall by the sink last week.”
They lifted the hatch. The smell rose like the first breath of a storm cellar in summer: old wood, damp earth, and the mineral undertow of stone that has held weight for a century. The ladder was a rumor of rungs. Juno clipped the rope to a beam and to her belt and tested the first step.
Whistle whined, then laid down with his chin on his paws as if he would keep guard against something he couldn’t see. Eli took his place at the ladder’s mouth, hands steady if not entirely dry. Rae held the light and the sunflower and made both seem practical and correct.
Juno’s boots found the floor of the undercroft and a coldness moved up her calves like a new idea. The space was wider than she’d expected, braced with posts that had grown into the earth. Bits of sets slept in the shadows — a fake fountain, a cardboard city skyline, a box labeled FAN BELTS in a handwriting so jaunty it made her want to meet the writer. The air had weight and a grain, like cloth, and as her headlamp swept the far wall, letters came up out of the dark:
DON’T SING HERE.
The paint had been swallowed by damp, but the words still carried that furious insistence people use when they’ve already been ignored.
“Hello,” Juno said. She kept her voice low enough that it didn’t push. “We came to listen.”
Silence made a shape in front of her. She felt rather than saw a kind of attention sharpen. Behind her, Eli rustled. Rae’s light flicked. The ladder creaked like it didn’t like being on the edge of things.
Juno touched the tuning fork in her pocket. It hummed faintly, as if answering a question she hadn’t asked out loud. She thought, What note are you? and felt the room tilt toward a key, not a pitch but a place.
The first whisper came from nowhere and everywhere — it was her name, but not said to her. It was said to the room as if she were part of the room. Then a second thing, almost like the sound chalk makes when it breaks. Then a shape coalesced in the corner where a stack of flats leaned: a lighter darkness. A suggestion of a skirt’s line. The impression of a woman’s mouth, not beautiful, just sure.
Rae’s breath hitched. “Do you see—”
“I see a place someone used to stand,” Juno said, and that felt truer than saying she saw a ghost. She lifted the fork to the wood post, struck it gently, and let the note unfold. It rang along the grain and then down into the floor and then up again, like a hand passing through water and finding more water.

    
Tuning the Unseen
The sound hung, a thread almost visible in the headlamp beam, and then you could hear where the room was not right. The note didn’t unravel clean; it snagged, it wobbled, it fell through a hole. Juno followed its weakness the way you follow a draft to find a window left open by someone who had not meant harm but caused it anyway.
The wall opposite the ladder was a palimpsest of paint. Someone had sanded words off and then written over them and then scraped again until meaning was a scab. Juno held the fork to the stone and tapped. The note returned thin. She laid her palm there. Cold moved into her skin. Beneath it, something warmer waited like a coal under ash.
“Agnes Orlaith.” Juno spoke the name into the stone, testing it. The room flinched. “They took your voice,” she said. “Or you put it somewhere.”
The curl of darkness brightened, almost shy. Eli made a noise like a laugh that had lost its map. Rae squeezed the sunflower. “She won’t come out for a crowd,” Rae said, as if reporting a neighbor’s preference. “She’s hiding in the frame.”
Whistle stood, the hairs along his back rising with a ridiculous dignity. He stepped to the edge of the hatch, leaned his weight forward, and actually wagged at the darkness, as if introducing himself. It was not the courage of a hero. It was the polite insistence of a dog who believes in hello.
Juno smiled despite her cold fingers. “We’ll bring you a stage that doesn’t burn and a room that doesn’t lie,” she said. “But we need your help.” She unclipped the rope and handed it up to Eli. The boy’s hands were steadying. “Go get Mr. Bellamy,” she said. “And Maeve. I have some not-normal work to do.”
Eli nodded, then hesitated. “Don’t sing,” he said.
“I won’t,” she promised. “I’ll hum like a kettle.”
When their footsteps had faded, Juno stood in the undercroft with Rae and the dog and the space they’d disturbed. She set the fork on the floor and lay her palm to the concrete beside it. The room breathed differently here; it had a catch on the inhale. She pictured the organ’s lungs upstairs and this place as a knot in its throat.
“Who did you sing for?” Juno asked the wall. “Who took it? It was a person, not a curse. Curses are just stories dressed for church.”
A pressure came, a weight to the right of her head, the shape of a hand that didn’t want to be one. She turned. There, chalk pale and sudden, the outline of another sentence bled out as if a damp cloth had lifted what had been written beneath: FOR THE BENEFIT OF— and then the rest buckled, unreadable, like a thought you can’t hold still.
Rae crouched. “I brought a thing,” she said, and opened her backpack. She took out an old reel-to-reel player the size of a briefcase. “Belonged to my aunt. It records ghosts where people record family. She used to say if you can’t tell a story in a room, let the room tell you.”
Juno grinned. “I didn’t know you were a co-conspirator.”
“I make coffee. I collect rituals.” Rae clipped a small mic to a nail and set the reels spinning. Tape hissed like rain at a distance. “Talk,” she told the room. “Or don’t. We’ll catch what you refuse.”
Juno struck the tuning fork again and held it against the tape deck’s metal case. The note settled in. The hiss shaped it. Something else rode along it, not a voice yet, more of a vowel that hadn’t chosen a word. It made the hairs stand on Juno’s forearms.
She looked up and saw that the shape in the corner had sharpened, enough to be a person if you squinted your imagination. The line of a jaw. The place a mouth could be. Juno spoke to that place the way you speak through a door to someone you don’t want to scare. “I’m going to make a map of the air,” she said. “You can tell me where not to step.”
Mr. Bellamy arrived swearing softly at the ladder and Maeve arrived two minutes after, swearing louder at the ladder and then apologizing to it. Eli hovered, hands jammed in his pockets. The dog presented the group with a small, damp tennis ball he had found under a trunk, as if this were a normal gathering.
“It smells like old coins,” Maeve said, folding herself down into the space and holding her breath for a second like she could resist breathing the room. “And wet wool. This is where the rumor lives, isn’t it.”
“It has a name,” Juno said. “Agnes. She lost her voice here after a rehearsal. Maybe not by accident.”
Bellamy touched the wall the way he’d touch a person’s shoulder to comfort without startling. “Agnes, pardon an old man his clumsy manners,” he said. “If someone did you wrong we’ll do the right thing even if it costs pride.”
Juno took the fork and a small chalk and began to walk the perimeter, marking the places where the note faltered. The map that emerged looked like the shape of a stingray, its edges thin, its center heavy, a tail flicking to a place behind a stack of flats where a narrow door hid.
Maeve eyed it. “That was not on the plans,” she said. “Of course it wasn’t.”
They dragged the flats aside, grime making odd patterns on their sleeves. The door was child-narrow, a mean little thing installed by someone who didn’t think of furniture or grand dresses. Juno’s lamp found a handle with no lock, just a pressure fit. She pushed.
Inside was a closet the size of a prayer. Shelves held boxes, a trunk, a row of glass bottles with caps like thimbles. The air smelled sweet and stale. Juno took out a bottle and tilted it toward the light. It held a ribbon of something clear that moved the way oil moves. On the glass, in the ghost of a label: VOX.
Maeve’s breath made a name. “Voice.”
Bellamy took a step back as if giving room to the past. “Someone was bottling voice,” he said. “Or the idea of it. Or the courage of it. Lord help us.”
Rae’s tape recorder clicked and clicked like an excited insect. Juno unscrewed the cap halfway and the room leaned. Not wind, not pressure, but attention gathered under her fingertip. Something in the bottle sang the kind of note you can only hear with your bones. It was thin as first ice.
“Wait,” Eli said sharply. “What if it belongs to someone alive?”
“What if it belongs to no one and that’s the problem,” Rae countered gently. “Cellars are always full of things someone meant to return.”
Juno closed the cap. “We need to know whose hands did this,” she said. She set the bottle back and turned to the trunk. The latch surrendered easier than it should have, like it had wanted to be opened all week. Inside lay programs, letters tied with red ribbon, a folded dress the color of thunderclouds. The fabric sighed in her hands.
She found, at the bottom, a ledger with entries in a careful masculine hand. Names, dates, amounts. MOIRA: 2 VIALS. HUDSON: HALF-VIAL. AGNES: 1 VIAL AND NOTES. Beside Agnes someone had drawn an X and then written: RETAINED BY CONTRACT.
Maeve looked like someone had spit in her tea. “They took it,” she said. “They thought they could own a voice.”
“Crispin Vale,” Bellamy said without pleasure. “Manager. He fancied himself a chemist and an impresario. Mixed perfume with publicity. Claimed he could capture inspiration like lightning in a jar. He left town under a cloud.”
Juno turned pages until paper rasped her thumb. A note in a different hand fell to the floor. The paper was thin as onion peel. The lines were inked in a rush: I signed because my throat had already failed once. Keep the vial until after the benefit. Don’t leave me voiceless. — A.
Rae pressed her mouth flat. “She didn’t lose it. She traded it to someone who promised her he’d give it back.”
Juno felt heat in her chest. It was not anger exactly. It was the energy of a key turning. “Then we’ll untrade it,” she said. “We have her name. We have the bottles. We have a room that refuses to forget. We can make a place where her song can come to meet her and not get stolen on the way.”

    
The Storm in the House
They chose the night the forecast said the wind would turn itself inside out and pound the harbor flat. Maeve stared at the radar on her phone like it could be reasoned with. “This is either brave or theatrically stupid,” she said, bundling scarves. “Both sometimes work.”
“Storm noise will cover us,” Juno said. “It’s easier to sneak a new arrangement into a conversation when everyone’s already talking.” She carried the bottles in a padded crate. The tuning fork lay across her palm like it belonged there. Rae had braided her hair up and chalked a star on the back of her ear for luck. Eli kept cracking his knuckles and then looking insulted that his bones dared make sound.
Mr. Bellamy set his ancient radio transceiver on the stage, its dials a row of skeptical eyes. “If the lights go, I can talk you through anything but ghosts,” he said. “If the ghosts have good manners, they’ll knock before they do anything sudden.”
Whistle had found a red bandana somewhere and wore it like credentials. He took up a post by the undercroft hatch and watched it like he expected company or pizza.
The theater darkened early. Wind rose and beat the building like a drum someone had tuned just a hair too tight. Rain insisted on every window. Juno climbed to the loft and uncovered the organ. Dust got in her mouth and tasted like forgotten applause. She laid hands on the keys. “Don’t sing,” she whispered to herself. “Play.”
The power flickered and then held. Rae rolled the tape deck close to a pipe to catch the organ’s breath. Maeve lit candles along the aisles as if bringing a chapel to town. Eli set chairs like a circle, white-faced but stubborn.
Juno pressed a key. The pipe answered, rusty and unsure. She shifted registrations, coaxing combinations until the room woke to itself. A chord bloomed and the dome gathered it like water gathers itself in a basin.
“Agnes,” Juno said into that bloom. “You trusted someone who didn’t deserve it. We’re not him.”
She took one of the bottles in both hands. The glass was cool, the weight wrong for its size. She unscrewed the cap and a smell rose, not perfumed, not chemical, something like breath on a winter day when you laugh and the air grabs the shape of it. The tape hiss leaned closer. Rae’s eyes went shiny.
Juno tapped the tuning fork against the bottle’s rim. The note that kicked free settled into the organ’s open mouth like the first step of a ladder. Carefully — because a thing like this could go sideways at every turn — she pressed a low key, then higher, weaving a chord that felt like a bridge: enough support, enough give. She could feel the air intend to cooperate.
The first tone that came out of the bottle wasn’t really a tone. It was the shadow of one, like lips forming a vowel in a dream. She stepped back and the sound followed her a fraction too slowly, as if learning how to be again. A ripple went through the room, seats murmuring, balcony holding itself taut.
Wind leaned on the house. The chandelier trembled. Mr. Bellamy turned one dial and then another. His entire body was the act of listening.
“Bring the other vials,” Juno said. “We’ll let them rise together.”
Maeve passed her two, then three. Juno cracked them like she was trying not to startle a bird. Each added a filament of almost-sound, a color on the edge of hearing. Together, they braided something that could carry weight if asked.
“Agnes,” Rae said into the tape. “You can take this back. No signatures here. No locks.”
At first nothing answered. Then a word fell into the room like a coin into a well: here.
Juno’s knees went loose. She leaned into the console. “That’s right,” she said softly. “Here. We can adjust the key. We can adjust anything but the truth.”
Eli touched her shoulder and left his hand there like he could anchor her to the not-falling parts of the night. “What do you need me to do?”
“Stand where you are,” she said. “And if I forget to breathe, remind me.”
The house exhaled. You could feel the undercroft hatch beneath their feet like a mouth that had decided to open. The letters on the wall below must have brightened without light, because the warning came into Juno’s head as clearly as if someone had shouted it into her ear: Don’t sing here.
“I’m not,” she said. “I’m building a road.” She drew the tuning fork along the edge of the console and then held it to the wood. The organ answered with a growl that wasn’t angry, just foundational. She layered simple intervals, no show, just structure, until the air found a rhythm to sit inside.
The shape near the back of the orchestra seats grew and stepped forward without moving, the way a memory does when you finally find the box it lives in. A woman stood there, which is to say the possibility of a woman. The line of her collarbone, the way her head tipped when she heard a pitch she liked. She opened her mouth and the room leaned so hard that Juno felt her inner ear lurch. Nothing came out.
It was not a failure. It was a rehearsal.
Outside, thunder made a low complaint. The power stumbled and then dropped. The theater held darkness like an old friend. The radio clicked and then glowed from its own stubbornness. Bellamy’s voice came steady, more lighthouse than man. “Hold your positions,” he said, and the calm in him was a hand over a skittering animal.
In the dark, Juno found the keyboard with her fingertips and struck the chord she had settled on in the afternoon, the one that made the dome vibrate just enough to feel like breathing. Rae lit another candle, hand cupped against the wick. The light caught on the bottles in a glitter Juno refused to name as tears.
“Agnes,” Juno said. “He wrote ‘retained by contract.’ He told you he would give it back. He didn’t. We’re not him. Take what he refused.”
The air thinned the way cloth thins where it has been rubbed by a familiar hand. A note came. Not from Juno. Not from the pipes. It came from the space where Agnes might be and it entered the chord like it belonged.
Rae gasped. Eli laughed, the kind of broken sound people make when fear and relief collide. Whistle barked once, just once, because even dogs know applause can be a prayer.
The note held and then widened. Juno followed it with harmony, not leading, not pushing, allowing. She tucked the tuning fork under her collar like a talisman and felt it hum against her skin, the little bone in her throat picking up the vibration. It wasn’t singing. It was sharing a room with someone else’s song.
A cracking noise cut across the beauty. It came from above, a scaffolding plank shifting where no one stood. Maeve swore. A bolt gave way, the sound of strain becoming a plan. Juno saw the shadow tilt too late. The plank fell, end over end toward the console, toward the hands she needed and the instrument that held the whole skeleton of the night.
Eli moved before she had time to gasp. He pushed her sideways and the plank slammed into the edge of the bench instead of her wrists. The bench cracked. Pain shot white-bright up Juno’s thigh. The chord wobbled. The bottles sang wild for a second like bees let out of a jar.
“Stay with me,” Bellamy said, voice iron through the radio. “Don’t let the room decide your tempo.”
Juno gripped the wood. “I’m here,” she told the House and herself. She found the chord again by memory and hand, the way you find the steps in the dark in a place you used to know. Eli’s hand was on her back again, fist bunched in her coat like a child’s. “I’m okay,” she told him, and was surprised to find she meant it.
The bottles’ glow — no, there was no glow; this was not a fairy tale with lights — but something like light persisted at their mouths. The presence at the seats held steady. The note that was Agnes did not falter. If anything, it grew. It complicated. It took back ground.
And then another voice came, ugly and thick and old, the sound of paper and contracts. It wasn’t a voice you heard. It was the grit in your teeth verb. It tried to lay itself over Agnes like blotting paper.
“No,” Juno said out loud, and the organ backed her with a rumble that belonged to the building itself. “No. You don’t get another say.”

    
Voices in the Morning
Wind fell away in the hour before dawn like a giant setting down a heavy thing. The theater was a tangle of shadows and candle-ends. The radio muttered itself hoarse and then calmed. Juno’s hands ached and her leg would be a marching band of bruises by noon, but the room felt different: lighter along the edges, heavier in the middle like a full bowl.
Agnes’s note had found a shape in the night. It lingered now in the fabric of the seats and in the wood of the rail and in the place at the back where a woman might lean if she didn’t want to be seen loving something more than her pride allowed. It waited the way a held breath waits for the word go.
Juno stood, with help. She crossed to the cluster of bottles. Only one remained unopened, its ribbon of clear threaded with a smoky hint of amber. The label had never been inked. She lifted it and didn’t unscrew it.
“We have one more,” she said into the air. “But I think this one belongs to someone else.” She looked at Eli. “If you want it.”
He blinked. “I don’t want to steal from a ghost.”
“You’d be taking back the part that got tangled with yours,” she said. “You left something in here last winter. Not because you signed, but because you were scared. The House magnifies what you bring. Take this and bring yourself on purpose.”
He took the bottle the way you take a child from a stranger, careful and protective and incredulous. He unscrewed it, and for a second he looked how he did when he was six and opened a jar of fireflies — greedy with wonder, then fiercely gentle. He breathed in. He didn’t drink. He just let the air touch his lungs more honestly than it had in months.
“Try,” Juno said. “Not for the room. For you.”
Eli stood at the lip of the stage, shoulders all wrong like a borrowed coat. He opened his mouth and a sound came, raw as a scraped knee, true as his name. It wasn’t pretty yet. It was his. Rae clapped once like she could bless it into being. Maeve’s laugh-laugh sob gave everything a human frame.
Agnes’s note changed. It lifted to make space. It did not insist on carrying everything alone. Juno closed her eyes and felt how many times a woman had adjusted a key to keep a thing alive.
Bellamy chuckled into the mic. “Now you’re arguing with fairness,” he said. “Good.”
Juno turned back to the organ. She considered singing. The warning from the wall feathered the back of her neck. She didn’t. She played instead the simplest thing she knew that could hold a human voice without crushing it: a hymn her mother used to hum while stirring soup when the day had been too much and yet had demanded finishing.
Agnes sang. Not with a body. Not with lungs and cords. With the place in a room that carries what people leave behind when they try too hard or run too fast or make the mistake of trusting someone with bad pockets. Her note rose into the dome and came back gold. It raised dust from plaster and hung it like a halo. Juno’s hands shook and she let them, the way you let ferns shake off rain.
When it was done, nothing broke. No thunderclap. The building didn’t right itself like a spine cracking. It just… stopped insisting on theft.
Rae stopped the tape. The reel coasts ticked and then rested, holding the night in brown plastic. “We’ll keep this safe,” she said. “Not for selling. For remembering.”
Whistle yawned so hard his ears flattened. He lay across Juno’s shoes and pinned her to the earth with domestic courage. She scratched the torn ear with gratitude.
The gray that comes before day seeped along the aisles. The chandelier held its old crystals without apology. Juno put her palm on the rail and felt the ghost of a woman lean into her like a friend telling a secret too late but still in time.
They ate toast in the lobby because eating is what people do after and before and during fear. Maeve vowed to feed the town pancakes until everyone remembered how to chew. Bellamy told the chandelier it had survived worse storms and it should learn not to show off. Rae played back a slice of tape and the sound made the hair along everyone’s arms lift: not because it was eerie, but because it was beautiful in a way that didn’t exclude anyone.
By nine, people had started to arrive. News travels faster than weather when it offers good news. A group of kids stood on the front steps playing an out-of-tune ukulele and a drum someone had made from a bucket. Their noise was a promise. Mrs. Keane from the bakery brought rolls. The mayor brought a handshake like a shovel — useful, plain, warmed by use.
“Is it safe,” he asked, not the kind of man to pretend he understood how anything worked beyond budgets and tides.
“It won’t take what isn’t offered anymore,” Juno said. “But it will still ask. That’s a theater’s job.”
He nodded like he could live with that kind of morality. “We open in spring,” he said. “We bid for that festival. We let the town hear itself.”
Eli sat on the stage edge, legs dangling like a kid again. He hummed under his breath, testing the shape of ordinary. Rae passed him a paper cup the café had printed with Be Kind To Your Barista in a font so friendly it almost apologized. He drank and set the cup on the floor beside Whistle, who guarded it like a relic.
Juno found the undercroft again in full day. The words on the wall looked less like a threat and more like a boundary: DON’T SING HERE. She put her palm to the stone. It was still cold. It no longer tried to hold her skin.
“Thank you,” she told it. She gathered the vials they had emptied and the one they had not. She labeled that one with a strip of tape and a pen: FOR RETURN. She didn’t know yet to whom, but she knew how to wait with a purpose.
“Will she stay?” Rae asked, appearing at her shoulder with her habitual quiet.
“She’ll go where praise is honest,” Juno said. “And visit when it isn’t.” Rae nodded like a barista who understands grief and espresso both.
By the time the sun found a crack in the clouds and laid a pale gold on the sea, Juno had written a report for a grant she didn’t intend to send as-is. It was full of sensible paragraphs about resonance and repair. It was also a letter, in its bones, to a building and the town that had decided to love it again.
That evening, they stood before an audience more varied than any Juno had seen in Greybridge in years. Children with faces like unanswered questions. Teenagers trying on seriousness like a jacket. Fishermen smelling of oil and sea. Old women with lipstick and sense. The program said: Thank you for bringing your voices. No one whispered the word curse. No one had to. The House knew and wasn’t greedy anymore.
Juno didn’t sing. She sat at the organ and let others step up. A girl with a stutter told a joke and somehow forced laughter to wait for her. A boy with a scar along his chin played three perfect chords and then the wrong fourth and grinned like he’d found the key to a door he’d tell no one about. Eli sang one verse of a silly song and stopped when he wanted and did not apologize.
In the back, a woman whose features had become entirely rumor and light watched without needing to be seen. When Juno glanced up between pieces, she met the sense of a gaze and nodded in practical respect.
Mr. Bellamy left the radio on a chair. It flickered, then hummed, as if enjoying being an audience member for once. Rae wove through people with cups and made them feel brave with ginger and sugar.
After, when the House had taken the sound and built itself a new layer of memory, Juno stood at the stage edge with Maeve and looked out at seats that were no longer a threat.
“You staying?” Maeve asked, like family asking without assuming.
“For a while,” Juno said. “There’s more to tune. And I like dogs that adopt me.” Whistle leaned against her shin like a yes. Somewhere behind the scrim of everyday, a woman’s laugh folded itself into the wood.
Greybridge smelled of wet rope and yeast and rain. The clock tower ran five minutes fast and no one fixed it. The wind would come and go and the tide would be itself. People would forget to breathe sometimes and then remember. And the House on the corner would hold voices the way a harbor holds boats: not forever, just long enough to make leaving safe and returning worth it.
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