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Section 1 — The Voice in the Wall
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The rain had been on and off all evening. Not a storm, just that fine salt spray that sneaks in round the sash windows and leaves everything tacky. Maeve sat at the wee kitchen table, lamp on low, laptop fan whirring like a tired bee. Case notes open. Tea going cold. The clock beside the cooker made a horse’s effort of each second. And there, behind it all, a sound you don’t expect in a terrace at half eleven on a Tuesday.

Singing.

Soft. Frail. A tune everybody in the parish knows whether they mean to or not. “Be Thou My Vision.” The sort of hymn that sits in your chest like an old stone and refuses to move. It came through the party wall in ribbons, stopped, started, gathered itself like breath after a hill, and kept on.

Maeve leaned back, listening proper. The neighbour, Eileen Byrne, had a voice like that—thin as spun sugar, but true. She’d heard it once before when the windows were open in summer and the gulls were fighting over chips. Tonight, it carried clearer, maybe because the air was cold and the street was empty and Dunlea Crescent had done its usual trick of closing itself down by ten.

She checked the time. 23:36. She should shut the laptop and go to bed. But the voice pulled her. It sounded sad in a way music only gets when you sing it to yourself. No audience. No performance. Just a woman making a sound to keep herself company. The line about “Thou my great Father” dipped and caught. Then silence. Then, as if to prove she hadn’t imagined it, a last hum to find the next note.

Maeve stood, set her hand to the wall, palm flat. Plaster cool as the inside of the fridge. She smiled to nobody and said, “You’re all right there, Eileen,” quiet as if the woman could hear.

She typed three more lines, saved, closed the lid. The flat fell into that strange hush you only notice when you turn a machine off. Outside, a bin lid rattled and stopped. Some late boy on a bike hissed by and was gone. The clock did its horse thing. On the far side of the wall, a mug clicked against a counter. A kettle was lifted and set down.

Ordinary life. The comfort of it.

She dreamed badly. Doors that wouldn’t open. Files that kept changing titles the minute she clicked them. A low song in a room she couldn’t get into. When the alarm dug into her ear at seven, she lay still for a minute, trying to place the ache that had followed her from sleep. Then she remembered the humming and smiled again. Nice to think of somebody next door, pottering away, closing down their night soft.

By nine she was out, hair done quick, scarf pulled up against the wind off the water. Dunlea Crescent is a curve, houses set like teeth that never quite lined up right. Everyone knows everyone, or at least thinks they do. This morning the air was busy with the clack of bins, the shout of a lad for his schoolbag, the squeal of a gate that needed oil thirty years ago and still hasn’t got it. Across the road, wee Aoife Kerr had her phone up, doing a clip for whatever she was famous on this week. She gave Maeve a nod without looking away from the screen. Down the hill you could see a sliver of grey sea, flat as a plate.

Maeve had three home visits on her list and a meeting up at the centre at noon. Nothing dramatic. A medication check. A housing repair that still hadn’t been sorted. A bit of “how are you keeping?” to a gentleman who’d lost his wife in spring and had shrunk to the size of his cardigan since. She’d call in at The Salt House for a coffee between two and three. Maybe she’d take a scone if there were any left by then.

She was shrugging into her jacket when the knock came. Two taps. Pause. One more for luck. She knew that knock. Mrs. Boyle from No. 9 had been tapping like that since before the Celtic Tiger was born.

“Maeve? Pet? You decent?” came the voice through the door.

“I’m always decent, Mrs. Boyle. Hold on.”

She opened to find the woman in her housecoat and slippers, face working between worry and the pleasure of having a thing to tell.

“It’s Eileen,” Mrs. Boyle said. “Have you seen her?”

“Not this morning. I heard her late on,” Maeve said, surprised at how quickly she had to defend the idea that nothing was wrong.

“Late on? You sure? I’ve knocked and knocked, and her curtains are still shut and that wee car of hers is there with frost on the windscreen and I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all.”

Maeve moved past her onto the step and looked up the crescent. Eileen’s place was three doors along, small front garden militant with trimmed shrubs, the hedge cut like a man’s haircut. Curtains tight. Blue door with a brass knocker the shape of a lion’s head. The frost did lie pale on the glass of the Micra. It was half nine and she’d usually be out to the shop by then. Grapefruit halves. A paper. The routine of a retired teacher who still woke with a timetable in her bones.

“She might be gone out the back,” Maeve offered. “Hanging a wash.”

“In this?” Mrs. Boyle flicked her chin to the wind. “I’m away to Doyle’s in a minute, but I thought I’d tell you first.”

“You did the right thing,” Maeve said, already moving. “Give me five. I’ll go round.”

She walked to the blue door and rang, then knocked, then rang again. Nothing. She put her ear to the wood. Quiet enough to hear her own blood. She stepped back and looked at the windows. No gap in the curtains. No shadow. She tried the handle. Locked. She stepped to the side gate, the one that squealed. It squealed. Padlock on; old, but clicked shut.

“Eileen?” she called over the fence. “It’s Maeve. You all right, love?”

Still nothing. A leaf scuttered across the step and stuck to the lion’s mouth. The wind took a run at the crescent and set every hedge whispering.

She felt the first true prick of worry then, a small sharp thing right behind the breastbone. It could still be nothing. People take lazy mornings. People put earplugs in. People nip to the shop for milk and talk to three friends and come back an hour later without a care in the world. But people also fall. Slip. Lie quiet, too quiet.

She took her phone out and weighed her options. She could ring the non-emergency line and ask for a welfare check. She could call Dara Sloan directly—PC Sloan, who was young enough to call her “Maeve” in front of his sergeant and old enough to know when to keep his mouth shut. Or she could ask Tommy Devlin, who seemed to have a key for everything on the crescent and a story for why.

Tommy appeared before she had to choose, as if conjured by his own reputation. From the lane behind the gardens, he came out with a coil of wire over his shoulder, hi-vis fleecy, tool belt clacking like a one-man band. He gave her a grin that had probably worked on priests and parking wardens alike.

“Morning, Maeve. Trouble?”

“Maybe,” she said. “Have you seen Eileen since last night?”

He looked at the blue door and did a wee frown like a man checking his Lotto numbers. “Not since Sunday evening, actually. Hedge chat. She was worried the frost would burn the tips. I told her the frost doesn’t burn, it... well, whatever it does, it does what it does. Why?”

“Curtains are shut. Car’s there. No answer to the door.”

“Ah.” He shifted the wire, glanced at the gate. “She’s cagey with the keys, that one. Doesn’t trust her own shadow.”

Mrs. Boyle had drifted down behind Maeve, housecoat flapping. “She always pulls them curtains by eight,” she said, voice dropping to that confidential tone that makes gossip sound like liturgy. “I’m telling you it’s not right.”

Maeve tried to keep it light. “We’ll not panic yet. Tommy, you’ve a step ladder in that Mary Poppins belt of yours?”

He laughed. “I’ve the van with a whole circus in it. But you’ll not be climbing up anything without a constable telling me I’m a good citizen, are you?”

Maeve smiled back, but her eyes were on the windows. A shape moved in her own reflection, just herself stepping sideways. The lion’s head on the knocker looked amused, as if it had seen it all before.

“I’ll ring Dara,” she said, and did.

He answered on the second ring, voice full of the sort of politeness they teach them now. “PC Sloan.”

“It’s me. Welfare check, possibly. Eileen Byrne at No. 12 Dunlea.”

“Right. You inside?”

“No. Locked. Curtains shut. Car still frosted. I heard her late on last night singing. Nothing this morning.”

“Right,” he said again, the second right softer. “Give me ten. Don’t break anything. We’ll do it tidy.”

“We’re not animals,” Maeve said, and hung up.

They waited like people do when waiting is the only job. Tommy talked about a boiler he was fixing up the hill that had “ideas above itself.” Mrs. Boyle told a story about Eileen from the nineteen-eighties that did nothing to calm anyone: a toppled ladder, a broken wrist, a daughter who’d moved to Scotland and never quite moved back. The wind got cheekier. Aoife, seeing the cluster, slid her phone from selfie to street and did a pan with a commentator’s whisper: “Something’s happening at No. 12, guys...”

“Turn that off,” Maeve said, not unkind. “Let’s have the woman’s privacy a minute.”

Aoife flushed and turned the lens down. “Sorry. Just... you know.”

“I do,” Maeve said. “Save it for the school.”

The police car turned the corner steady, not dramatic, because drama upsets people and
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Every town has its secrets.
Dunlea just hides them better.
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