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The Knocks at 3:17
Horace Lendrin
A young photographer investigates a crumbling apartment block where something in the walls calls people by name at 3:17 a.m. With a caretaker’s iron, an old woman’s charms, and a brave kid’s help, she faces the seam behind the paint. She must not answer—only listen, count, and close.
ProseHub


    
A Hollow at 42
Nika arrived at Block 42 as the evening cooled and the streetlights blinked on, one by one, like tired eyes noticing her too late. The concrete stood with a damp smell, old heat trapped in the stairwells, boiled cabbage and dust and the metallic breath of pipes that had not rested in fifty years. She touched the chipped handrail. It felt warmer than the air, oily with the touch of a thousand palms, and carried a faint vibration she couldn’t name. Her backpack thudded against her hip with each step. It held a camera, mics, a cheap tripod, two notebooks, and a curled stick of white chalk she’d pocketed out of habit, the way some people carried coins.
At the call box she pressed the cracked button for the caretaker. The intercom hissed like a kettle left to boil, then a voice: “Who is it?” A woman, iron in her tone, smoke in her breath.
“Nika. Photographer. I called earlier.”
Keys clanged. The door opened with a hard tug. The woman who appeared had shoulders like a coat rack and hair the color of ash before rain. A keychain hung from her wrist like a bracelet.
“Galina,” the woman said. She wiped the doorframe with a rag, as if Nika might be dirt. “You’re the girl with the project.”
“It’s for an exhibit,” Nika said. “City bodies. Places that breathe.”
Galina snorted. “This building breathes. You’ll see. Come.”
Inside, the air changed at once, like stepping into a throat. The stairwell was painted in that municipal green that turned to mildew at the corners. Poor light carved caves behind the trash chute. Through open doors came the day: a radio tinny with folk songs, small cutlery, a kettle’s impatient stutter. Someone smoked on a landing, the end of the cigarette orange as a watching insect.
Nika lifted her camera. The lens reflected everything back at her in tiny. She photographed an old pair of boots by a door, a string bag hanging low with beets and apples, a calendar with a mountain nobody here would ever climb. The camera clicked. She felt her pulse steady.
“You stay the night?” Galina asked without looking back, climbing with heavy steps.
“If I can.”
“You’ll hear it.” A key turned in some private lock inside Galina’s throat; the words clicked free. “Three seventeen.”
“Three seventeen?”
Galina nodded, chin a rock. “The knocks. People get used to anything, even that. But the first time, you’ll think your heart is a door.”
They passed a door with kid drawings taped up. A cat watched them with cold coins for eyes. Nika smiled at it and it blinked, slow as sap. She filed the hour away. The number hooked somewhere behind her ribs and hung there, waiting.
On the fifth floor, Galina opened a room used for guests and tools. Two cots. A table. A kettle with a mouth scabbed with lime. The window looked into a courtyard with cracked swings that ticked in the wind.
“I’ll make tea,” Galina said. “You can set up. And don’t say your name if something asks.”
Nika turned. “If what asks?”
Galina’s face did not help. “If anything asks. You’ll know the difference.”
In Galina’s small office kitchen, the wallpaper peeled like old bandages. A pot clacked on the gas ring. The flame pulled blue and then red, as if confused about its nature. Galina tapped the lighter against her palm.
“My grandmother had rules,” Galina said. “In the old houses. Keep iron near the bed. Don’t whistle at night. Don’t feed what knocks.” She slid two cups across the table. The tea smelled like hay left in the rain and sweetened with something grudging. “People laugh. People still place forks under pillows.”
Nika wrapped her hands around the cup, grateful for the heat. “I’m here to record stories,” she said. “I don’t laugh.” She lifted her camera bag to the chair and dug out a tiny mic, showed it with a small smile. “I do listen.”
Galina looked at the stubborn flame. “Listen, then. The knocks come from walls, from inside. They can sound like an old neighbor who moved out. Sometimes like a child. Sometimes like you. They know names, but their mouths are wrong. If you answer, you open a way. If you keep quiet, they go away hungry.”
A draft moved through the room, making the curtain rise and fall as if the window had lungs. The hallway beyond their door sighed like the building had shifted weight. Nika swallowed. The tea tasted of dirt and mint.
“Why three seventeen?” Nika asked.
Galina shrugged. “Maybe that’s when the plaster learned to speak. Maybe that’s when the man died. People talk. I work. I tell them not to answer and I leave iron near the pipes.”
“So there was a man.”
Galina poured more tea. “In seventy-nine they poured a wall wrong. The worker who noticed tried to put his name in concrete to keep the seam together. He got mocked. Then he got buried in paperwork, not concrete.” She lifted an eyebrow. “Or so the old ones say. Nobody leaves a good story to die.”
Nika rubbed the chalk between her fingers in her pocket. It felt dusty, porous, eager to mark. “Can I stay in the guest room?”
Galina nodded. “If you hear a child cry from the chute, call me. If you hear yourself from the stairwell, call nobody.” She rose, rummaged in a drawer, and pulled out a little bundle. Inside lay a blunt nail and a length of red thread. “Hang this above your bed. If you don’t believe, do it for me. One night costs you nothing.”
Nika held the nail. It was cold and pitted, as if it had been asleep under water. The red thread left a faint mark on her palm. “Thank you,” she said.
“You’re welcome, girl with a camera. Set your alarms. Three seventeen comes even when you forget.”
The cot squealed when she sat. She strung the red thread through the nail’s eye and tied it to the wall hook. When the nail swung it made no sound, but the movement pulled a soft draft against her face. She placed her recorder on the table, checked the battery twice, then three times. The minute hand crept toward night.
Nika sent a message to the gallery, a quick line that she’d be off-grid. She scrolled up through a different conversation, one with her mother. Are you eating? Does your heart still jump? Her mother’s worry had its own pulse. Nika typed, Fine. Don’t worry. She deleted worry. She typed, Will call tomorrow. She did not mention the hour.
Through the thin wall came a TV laugh track and then a cough that sounded like a broom dragged on tile. A woman in the hall scolded a child for pouring water into plants that were asleep. Someone hammered, then apologized to the hammer. The rhythms of living made a phasing hum that held Nika steady. She laid down and closed her eyes. The ceiling had faint stains that looked like maps of countries with disappearing borders.
She woke from a shallow pocket of sleep to quiet so clean she feared to breathe. Her phone face said 3:16 in steady cold numbers. Galina’s nail hung motionless. Nika touched the recorder and saw the red light blink. The building seemed to be listening to itself, the silence like a held breath after a joke told too loud.
At first she thought it was in her head: a gentle tap, like a spoon against a glass two rooms away. Then a pause. A second tap, closer. Plaster ticked. The wall to her right made a wooden sound though it was concrete. Tap. Tap. Tap.
Then from the wall beside her bed a single low knock like a heartbeat in a chest that was not hers. She sat up with her palms flat on the blanket, as if her hands could press the room still. The knocks arranged themselves in a pattern that felt older than arithmetic. Tap. Tap. Tap. Silence. Tap. Tap. Tap. Silence.
Her phone rolled over to 3:17.
“Nika,” the wall said.
She bit the inside of her cheek so hard her eyes watered. Someone had said her name, not quite wrong, but with a flattening of the middle like a tongue shaped differently. Her throat flooded with old reflexes. Answer, the mind said. Correct it. Speak and be seen. She pressed her lips together and tasted iron.
“Nika,” it said again, sweeter, child-light, like her cousin at six asking to borrow a pen.
She reached for the recorder and slid it closer. The red light blinked, steady as a lighthouse. Her hand shook. She wrote with chalk on the edge of the table: DO NOT ANSWER. She underlined it twice. The chalk squeaked. It sounded like a tiny scream.
The wall waited.
“Nika,” it said, and this time it used her mother’s voice.
She didn’t answer. Sweat slicked her neck. The plaster smelled faintly like wet hair. When she closed her eyes she saw corridors behind her eyelids, switchbacks of duct and pipe, bones of the building showing through thin skin. Her heart sat high and urgent, wrong where the ribs were meant to hold it. She breathed in slow through her nose, out through her mouth, until her breath no longer sounded like a question.
The knocks moved away, like a person backing out of a room. Tap. Tap. A heel turned. The faint slide of something that did not own feet. Then the stairwell, a single hollow drum that belonged to all the floors. Someone above them whispered. A dog growled behind a door and then went quiet as if scolded by a look.
Nika kept her mouth shut until the hour had passed. At 3:24 the building exhaled and let itself have refrigerators and timers again. She reached up and touched the nail. It was still cold, even in the heated room. She felt the ghost of the red thread across her fingertips for minutes after, like a string stretched across a stage.
The recorder sat heavy with whatever it had taken in. She did not play it back. She took her notebook and wrote in a small hand: 3:17, three knocks repeated, then voice, my name. Not mine.
She lay again but sleep did not return. She listened to a new sound from the hall: old women preparing dawn like a medicine. Water boiled. Buckets scraped. Someone sang quietly, the words lost to the hum of pipes. When her phone said six she rose and washed her face in the sink, the water thin and hot, smelling like dark metal.
By the door, the chalk had left dust. She wiped it with her sleeve. She felt like writing the rule across her skin, the way children write things on their hands before a test. DO NOT ANSWER. She smiled at herself in the small mirror, and the mirror smiled back with a smudge and a new worry in the eyes.
She lifted her backpack. The camera tugged. The recorder was a weight. Her plan, if it deserved a name, fit into her pocket next to the chalk. She would walk the floors. She would ask doors to speak with mouths, not walls. She would drink more of Galina’s hay-and-dirt tea and pretend it had pushed the edges of night back.
In the stairwell she paused. Her fingers brushed the painted concrete where the sound had seemed to travel like a nervous system. A faint, almost invisible line of chalk cut across the corner of the wall, low and old and half-erased by mops. Someone had once drawn a circle there. Inside it, a child had written letters cherry-red. Most of the letters were gone, but two remained like teeth: KO—
Nika touched the chalk tooth with a knuckle. The word the wall wanted was older than she wanted to admit. She closed her notebook on it and went to find Galina.

    
Keys and Lines
Galina held the recorder to her ear as if it were a shell that might contain the sea. She didn’t press play. Her thumb pressed the little silver slider and then released it, a habit like chewing. Light from the high window laid submarine stripes across her desk.
“You slept?” she asked.
“A little.”
Galina’s shoulder lifted like a shrug had gotten tired halfway. “Hold on to what you didn’t say. The more you keep, the less it wants.” She slid the recorder back. “You talk to the tenants. They’ll give you tea and rules. People love you to sit and listen. Especially if you look like you came for them and not for a story.”
“I came for both,” Nika admitted. “I like people. I also like the part where my hands shake.”
“Then you’ll like the basement,” Galina said. “It makes most people shake in interesting patterns.” She turned to the pegboard behind her desk and took down a ring of keys so heavy it would bruise if swung. One key stuck out from the rest, a black handle scuffed white. “Service door to the far boiler. Don’t go alone. If you feel the cold come up from the floor, leave. And hang that nail anywhere you sit still more than five minutes. I have more nails, before you ask.”
“What’s in the basement besides the obvious?”
Galina pursed her lips like a seamstress about to knot a thread. “Rooms that should be next to other rooms and aren’t. Bits of old buildings. The walls forget where they end.” She pointed with her chin to the hallway. “Talk to Zoya in 2B. She tells her stories like a baker. Makes you swallow them even if you’re full.”
Outside her office, the stairwell breathed lighter with morning. A boy shot past on a skateboard, wheels hard as drumsticks on the steps, the board under one foot, the other foot a metronome.
“Slow,” Nika called. “You’ll turn your teeth into chiclets.”
He spun on the landing, a grin quick and wide, hair a serious black storm on his head. “I know this place even when it closes its eyes,” he said. He looked at her camera with that modern mixture of suspicion and desire. “You from the internet?”
“Sometimes.”
“I’m Danya,” he said, like a practiced spell. “Do you want to see where the cats fall in and don’t climb out?”
“Cats?”
“Only the brave ones. Or stupid. The door opens with a bad key.” He looked at the key ring in her hand. His eyes went to the black-handled key and he whistled. “That’s one of the ones. You’re lucky.”
Nika glanced toward Galina’s office. The door was shut. She felt the thrum of a boundary. “Show me the door. No cats,” she said.
Danya dropped the board to his hand like a skateboarder hides a blade. “Follow.”
They slipped past a mural of a mountain of oranges and down to a floor where the hallway stretched a little too long for the number of doors. The light here was a quiet green suggesting an aquarium rather than a home. Danya tapped the mailboxes with the rings on his fingers, making a short run of notes.
“Here,” he said, stopping at a metal door with scratched paint. The number stenciled on it had been corrected three times. A spider web of filler radiated from the lock. “Behind this is a bigger hallway. Like a copy. It smells different. When I go there I feel like the top of my head is open.”
“Galina would kill us both,” Nika said, inspecting the lock. She slid the black-handled key into the mouth. It didn’t fit. “Not this one.”
Danya nodded at another, shorter key with a notch like a bite. “Try the one that looks like it lost a fight.”
Nika did. It clicked, a dry, surprised sound. She looked at Danya. He lifted his hand in triumph and then flattened it in caution.
When she pushed, the door gave a little and then stuck. Mold smelled like old bread and basements where children had been told to be brave. Nika put her shoulder to the metal and pushed again. The door surrendered with a sigh. Cold fell through the opening and walked up her arms. The light inside was buttery and dusty, like the gold in a tired ring.
Danya stood on his toes and peered around her. “Not the one I thought,” he said. “This one is for machines.” The hallway beyond sloped, small pipes like bones on the left, thicker ones on the right with peeling insulation that flaked like baked milk.
Nika had put a camera strap around her neck ten minutes ago and forgotten it. It now reminded her by tapping her chest. She took three photos with the flash off, the lens open like a night flower. The click sounded softer here, swallowed. “We go a little,” she said. “You stay where I can reach your hoodie.”
“I don’t wear a hoodie,” Danya protested from inside his hoodie. He twitched like a fish and laughed. It turned to a cough. “Smells like coins.”
They moved down the slope. The air cooled further with each step until Nika’s breath showed itself in what light there was. The sound of the building above became dimmer. In exchange, a new sound formed: a thin, eager hiss, like a kettle that did not want to admit it was boiling. Water somewhere. Air in pipes.
Danya stopped suddenly. “Hear that?” he asked.
“What?”
“Like someone tapping with a ring on a pipe. Not now. Like it remembers itself.” He ran fingers along the wall, left behind a smear of dust on his knuckle. “We should go back. The rules are different here.”
They did go back, because Nika had promised herself to meet Zoya and because the keys had weight and rules of their own. On the second floor a door stood open as if someone had been called and would return, a slipper left turned on its side to prevent a ghost from tripping. A round old woman inside arranged tiny plates on a table too clean to be safe for eating. She looked up. Her face brightened as if lit from its own socket.
“You are the one with eyes like lamps,” she said. “Come and drink tea. Galina said you would come. You have a hungry look.”
“I am Nika,” Nika said, stepping in. She breathed the smell of dill, yeast, and lavender soap. “You are Zoya?”
“I am Zoya when the sun is up. In storm I am Zoya Ivanovna. Sit.” Zoya’s hands were quick and sure, like knitting needles even when she held nothing. “Do you know how many people Block 42 has eaten?” she asked lightly. “More than I have toes. Which is not so many, but still: too many for a house.”
Nika took out her notebook. “Tell me.”
Zoya smiled, always a little sideways. “There was a boy named Misha who lived with his grandmother on seven. He knocked once at a neighbor’s door and a man knocked back from the wall, and the boy thought it was his friend and so he laughed and said the boy’s name. Only it was his own name he heard from the wall, and so he answered with his voice, and then he was lighter after that, and then he was missing.” Zoya placed a plate of little rolls on the table. “You will say this is a story to frighten. But you tell me why I hear my own name when I am cooking, and there is nobody. Too late to be a prank. Too cruel to be a television.”
Nika wrote, not everything, just the angles that held. “What do you do when you hear it?”
Zoya’s mouth went thin. “I take the iron spoon and put it on the stove until it blazes, then I wave it like a priest. And I count.”
“Count?”
“Not like numbers. I count their patience.” Zoya leaned forward. “They hate to be ignored, like any man. Wait long enough and they go bother the ones who let them in.” She rummaged in a drawer that seemed full of string, tape, and prayer. She came up with a small cloth pouch. “Here. A friend in my village made these for cramps. They are for cramping of the other world. Inside is juniper and salt and a nail. You hang it by a red thread.”
“I have a nail.”
“Then keep another.” Zoya slipped the pouch into Nika’s palm like passing a secret. “Never answer from the first knock. Never the second. The third is a lie. The fourth is the door.”
When Nika left Zoya’s apartment, the corridor had a different color, though the same paint. She blamed the tea and the stories and the way names stick to the tongue once said. She took the stairs back down to the service door. Danya had waited as if he’d tied himself to the spot with patience. He drew circles on the floor with a coin. They reflected a ringed bruise around the drain.
“You took forever,” he said with theatrical agony. “Did she tell you about the closet that ate a hat?” He mimed tragedy.
“She told me about counting. And doors inside walls.”
Danya nodded. “Same story. Different hats.” He pointed at her pocket. “Is that a pouch? People are giving you charms like you’re a walking danger sign.” He grin-softened. “Are you going back in?”
“Tonight,” Nika said, surprising herself with the certainty in her voice. “I’ll set mics. Come sleep on the safer side.”
Danya made a noise like a bored dragon. “My mother watches me like a hawk on a cable. But I might be asleep and dreaming near the door.” He rocked back on his heels. “If you hear me, don’t answer.”
“Same to you,” Nika said.
That night in the guest room she moved the cot to the wall opposite where the voice had come. She tied Zoya’s pouch to the nail. The red thread lay against the wall like a painted stripe that had decided to feel. She taped a microphone to the baseboard and ran a cable under the bed to the recorder so she could press record without moving much. She drew with chalk a small circle on the floor near the table, half a joke, half a wish.
She slept badly and woke at 3:12 to the feeling that she had left the oven on in a house across town. The building creaked like an animal shaking water from its fur. She stared at the ceiling. The minutes burned.
At 3:17 the first tap came like a polite guest. Then another, impatient. The wall exhaled a small cloud of plaster dust that drifted to the floor like quiet snow. Nika fought the urge to brush it away. She pressed record.
“Nika,” the wall said, and this time it used the voice of a boy who had not yet learned where to put his sorrow. “Do you have a pen? I need to write my name.”
She swallowed memory: her own first-grade day, a marker too big for her hand. She let the memory float past without giving it her tongue. The pouch on the wall swung once, twice, and then hung still. She counted breaths, not numbers. She waited, and the thing behind the paint waited with her. Hunger hung between them like an animal in a trap who still thinks it might chew through its leg.
The third call came from the floor, not the wall, as if the building tried new angles. “Nika,” her mother’s voice warned, and her mouth pushed open in reflex. She set her teeth in the soft meat of her palm and tasted salt and a sharp pain that brought her back. The word died on her tongue.
Silence backed out of the room. A knock, the elevator dying upstairs. A far door opened, then shut. The hour passed, and Nika kept all of herself inside.

    
The Service Void
Morning came with a tarnished brightness. Galina tossed a roll of blueprints on the table next to the kettle, as if she had tried and failed to throw them out a window. “Don’t get romantic,” she said, pointing at the lines. “Half of these are lies. The men build, then the paper pretends it knew.” She rapped her knuckle against a bold rectangle labeled PUMP. “Here. The room you want. The walls down there will teach you their school. You see a chalk mark inside an old chalk mark inside a new chalk mark? That’s where people tried to teach back.”
Nika traced a finger along a corridor that bent and then, inexplicably, returned on itself like a thought a person didn’t want to keep. She tucked the black-handled key into her pocket, then the bitten one. She added Zoya’s pouch to the nail around her neck, as if layers made strength.
“Take someone,” Galina said. “Take the boy. He thinks he is a wolf but he is a bowl. He holds.”
Danya wore defiance like a jacket and a lip gloss of bravado. He carried a small flashlight shaped like a fish and wore two different socks. “We’re going where?” he said, though he knew. His eyes said he would go even if she told him to stay and hold a rope.
“The pump room,” Nika said. “You’ll stay behind me. You’ll not say my name if it asks.”
“That rule is stuck in my teeth now,” Danya said. He spun his skateboard by one wheel and left it on the landing like a pet that knew to wait.
They found the service door and slid inside. The air was enough colder that Nika’s skin pebbled under her sweater. Dust tasted like chalk and old sweat. The light from Danya’s fish lamp cut a clean wedge out of the gloom, brightening the wrong things, making shadows from wires that looked like slick black vines.
They paced slowly, Nika’s hand grazing the wall, counting grates, counting turns. After a while the hallway widened as if the building had inhaled. The floor sloped down to a room with three doors, the middle one a heavy plate with a wheel for a handle.
“Submarine,” Danya whispered. “Do we sink?”
Nika set the recorder on a ledge and pressed the red square. A thin black tape turned to swallow time. “Only if we answer,” she said. She lifted the chalk and drew a small mark on the plate door, a careless line that felt immodest and brave. The chalk left powder on her fingertips, soft as old bone.
From behind the door came a tiny answer: a single knock as gentle as a knock from a glove. Danya shook his head fast, hair a flag. “No no,” he breathed. “That’s a test.”
“Everything is,” Nika said, her voice quieter than her throat wanted. She pocketed her hand to stop it from reaching toward the wheel.
They skipped the plate door for the right-hand room, which turned out to be long as a bus and half the width, lined with machines whose labels had peeled away like sunburned names. Pipes laced overhead. The far end flickered and then stabilized, as if a light made up its mind. A dripping ran like someone practicing a difficult word.
On the floor at the base of a meter pipe lay a heap of fabric almost the color of the floor. Nika crouched. The fabric had once been a piece of a coat, maybe, heavy wool eaten thin, and inside it something held weight. She lifted the cloth. A plumb bob rolled out and thudded against her boot.
It was a simple cone of metal, scratched with use, its point dulled from kissing floors. A loop at the top still held a knot of old string hardened into a rock. Nika lifted it, and the weight surprised her. Danya’s breath made a loose shape in the air. “What is it?”
“Gravity that fits in your hand,” Nika said. She held it up and let it swing. It pointed to the floor with a certainty she envied. The point made a circle in the dust like a policeman telling you where not to stand.
Danya reached toward it and then thought better. “Feels like a needle for the building. Big stitches.”
Nika wrapped the plumb bob in the coat piece and tucked it into her bag. The room watched, the machines pretending not to. She brushed her hands on her jeans and left ghost-white prints that didn’t quite go away. “It was waiting,” she said without meaning to say it.
In the next space a low shelf had become a shrine or a lost-and-found. Keys without locks. A child’s mitten stiff with time. A smooth stone folded in paper with the word for luck. Old chalk stubs clustered in a broken mug. Nika took one piece without guilt, left the luck. She drew a circle on the wall around a hairline crack that ran down from a junction like a tear.
“Why do that?” Danya asked.
“So we can tell if it moves,” Nika said. She pressed her ear to the painted concrete. It smelled like paint even after years of breath. She heard a faint whitenoise hiss like distant surf. Then, under it, an almost-voice, as if two people whispered into fabric. She stood. “It’s talking,” she said.
“Do you understand it?”
“Not yet.” She tapped the wall with her knuckles and felt the sound return in her teeth.
From somewhere left, something tapped back. Tap. Tap. Tap. A pause. Tap. Tap. Tap. The rhythm from her room. Danya grabbed her sleeve, hard enough that she looked down at his hand.
“Don’t,” he mouthed.
She nodded. She swallowed the shape of her own name so she couldn’t accidentally give it away. She took Danya’s wrist and turned him toward the door. They left the room without the machines caring, though the hum behind them rose, like a murmur at a stage show when someone says a name into a microphone and the room decides how to feel.
The pump room, when they found it, was loud with water the way the heart is loud when you remember you have one. Valves grumbled and steadied. The floor had blisters where old leaks had swelled and receded. On the main wall, someone had drawn in charcoal a square with small circles at each corner, then lines between, making a clumsy window or a net. Over it someone else had scrawled: DON’T, then the rest was scrubbed away.
Nika set the recorder near the biggest valve, the tape spooling with the speed of boredom. She held the tuning fork Lev had given her—Lev the radio man with a desk full of radios that needed the kind of patience he had, the man at the corner shop who repaired old, untrusting things—and struck it gently against the pipe. The fork sang a thin, clean note. The pipe carried it away with a shimmer that returned a second later as if the building smiled and then corrected its mouth.
“Cool,” Danya breathed, the word a little prayer. He closed his eyes and waited for the echo. “It comes back wrong.”
“That’s what echoes do,” Nika said. She hit the fork again, then touched it to the wall near the charcoal square. It was like dipping a brush into water and watching the color move outward. She felt the vibration in her fingers change pitch, as if the fork had stuck a nerve. “Hollow,” she said. “Behind this.”
Danya pointed to the charcoal. “It was a map. The old ones knew.” He touched the chalk knot on a corner. It left a smudge on his finger. He frowned at it as if it had said something unkind.
Tap, came from behind the square, closer than any knock yet. Tap, like a finger on her chest. Tap. The third tap sounded to the left, higher, like a child standing on tiptoe. Nika’s mouth filled with a syllable that wasn’t hers. She bit it and let it bleed into her tongue without opening it.
“Open?” Danya whispered, pointing at the seam that wasn’t a seam.
Nika shook her head. “Not yet. We need iron. And we need lines to hold what comes out.” She drew with chalk over the charcoal, tracing the square and connecting the dots more carefully, as if the shape could learn. Each line smoked a little under the chalk, the dust catching light.
“Feels like drawing a fence around a dog,” Danya said.
“Feels like telling a door it is a door,” Nika said. She wrapped the red thread around her wrist twice and tied a knot she didn’t know the name of. The knot sat like a tiny fist, ready or not.
The room chilled so fast the hair on Nika’s neck rose like a field coming under wind. Water in the pump changed its song. The hum under everything grew a throat. The recorder’s light blinked faster without any reason Nika recognized. She lifted the plumb bob out of her bag. It swung with a small happiness toward the floor, as if meeting its old home.
The voice that came then was careful, as if sinking into a language it had practiced but not mastered. “Open,” it said. Not her name. Not yet. The word touched the part of the mind that hates locked doors simply because they refuse.
Danya’s hand found Nika’s jacket and hung on. He wasn’t shaking. He was very still in the kind of way that animals are still before a storm. “We should go. It’s smarter today.”
“We go when it gets bored,” Nika whispered. “Or when we give it back what it wants but not the way it wants.” She held up the plumb bob. “This belonged to the seam. The worker who noticed. If anyone wrote their name in the wall, it would be on this line.” The words left her mouth and seemed to hang in the air like fog off a hot drink.
The fork in her other hand stopped singing by itself, as if the air damped it. She struck it again and touched it to the center of the charcoal square. The fork’s note vanished into the wall this time. She felt the vibration travel into her palm and up her arm. The building’s skin flexed, a small, awful movement like a diaphragm establishing a breath.
“Open,” the wall said again, and this time it layered voices, old and thin, young and almost laughing, a man between his sentences. It used, finally, her father’s voice, the way he sounded calling across a street when he had to shout and didn’t want to.
Nika closed her eyes. She saw her father in a coat too thin for March, hair matted by a gust, hand around a paper bag with apples. She let the image hold and then go without giving it her throat to pull on. “No,” she said, not to it but to herself. “No.”
“That’s an answer,” Danya hissed, eyes wide.
“It’s mine,” she hissed back. “You hold the chalk. If I drop it, draw anything. Draw a circle around my feet. Draw a mountain. Just draw.”
The tape rolled soundlessly. On it, a quiet would register that would look like a blank part of a city map. Off of it, the room pressed closer. The seam outlined by charcoal darkened as if somebody breathed through fabric from the far side. The chalk lines she had drawn felt like strings tied to something that threatened to run.
“We will close you,” Nika said under her breath. She wasn’t sure who the we was. Not just she and Danya. The old woman’s spoon. Galina’s nails. The chalk in the mug. All the objects that had had hands on them before. She breathed with the pump, slow, heavy. The building held its breath back at her, and waited to see who would turn blue first.

    
If You Answer
They did not open the wall. They backed out, step by measured step, and shut the door behind them, like closing a book whose ending was not ready to be read. When they returned the next night, they brought more than bravery. Nika had a bag of chalk stolen from a school supply store like anybody might. She had a length of iron chain from Galina that smelled like pennies and basements. She had the plumb bob wrapped in the old wool, and Zoya’s pouch, and the fork.
“Will you tell my mother?” Danya asked, turning the chain in his hands. His mouth twisted in a smile. “She thinks I’m playing chess with Edik. Edik is terrible at chess. He sweats.”
“If you go home late, she’ll know from the weather of your face,” Nika said. “We’ll be back by four.” She saw the fear in his grin, brave enough to admit itself. She felt the warmth of liking him. It was like liking a scruffy dog who had learned a trick and wanted to show it.
They slid into the service hallway. The cold met them like a rope to the waist. The pump room hummed its heavy song. Nika felt the pattern of knots in her pocket, the feel of the thread ends. She wiped a new patch of wall clean and chalked, quick and firm, a circle with four small marks at the quarters, then drew a smaller circle inside it and, with the edge of the chalk, a thin line that mattered somehow more.
“What is that?” Danya asked.
“A wheel that doesn’t roll,” Nika said. She couldn’t have explained it even to herself. She placed the plumb bob in the center and looped the iron chain through its ring, then around the main pipe. The chain sat cold against the metal, solemn as a necklace on a plain neck.
“If it wants out, this holds,” she said. “If we want it gone, this holds.”
They waited. Nika had the particular patience of people who have sat outside hospital rooms and inside long meetings. Danya had the jittery patience of youth managed by fear. He shifted his weight but did not speak or hum or do anything that would invite. He chewed the inside of his cheek and made a face at the taste.
At 3:13, a draft crawled along the floor, the dust lifting like fish nibbling at bread. At 3:16, the pump coughed and smoothed. At 3:17, as precise as if a conductor lifted his hand, the knock came. Tap. A pause that let the air get ready. Tap. A pause that wanted to be a word. Tap.
“Nika,” said the seam. It had chosen now to say her name clear. The way it spoke the last vowel made it both her and not. Danya stiffened. He covered his mouth with his hand, a reminder. He drew, with the chalk, a single line within the circle, then another, like spokes. The dust rose in a small column and then fell.
“We’re here,” Nika said, meaning: we have not fled, we have not fed you, we are waiting to see if we can starve you shut. She didn’t say her name. She kept her tongue flat and broad behind her teeth as if it could slip otherwise.
The seam bulged, then flattened, then bulged again the way skin does when something beneath it tests. The chalk line trembled along the top of the square, fine crumbs sifting to Nika’s shoe. The iron chain shivered once and then lay quiet.
“Nika,” it said again, in a slow, patient tone that forgave her, that invited her to forgive back. “Come help.”
Danya coughed once and bit the sound. He whispered, “If it says mine?” His voice came thin as the edge of paper.
“You don’t answer either,” she said. She struck the tuning fork and touched it to the point of the plumb bob. The fork’s tone slid down the chain and into the pipe, then slipped into the wall, a small sound swallowed by a bigger mouth. The wall answered not with a voice but with a return hiss, like air let out of a mattress. It made the hair along Nika’s forearms lie smoother, not stand.
She pressed her palm flat to the concrete next to the charcoal shape. It was cold enough to be a burn. Her skin tingled with tiny electric nerves she didn’t know she had. She shut her eyes. Behind her lids she felt the void not as an image but a pressure, the way a closed closet feels full of coats when you know there is a person in there, too, pretending to be a coat.
“We return what you stole,” she whispered. “But not the way you wanted.” She unwound the old string from the plumb bob’s loop. It cracked in places and left a smell like cupboards. She tied the red thread instead, firm and neat. The thread warmed in her fingers in a human way.
The seam behind the chalk pushed out hard enough to make a tiny line open, hair thin. A breath came from inside, damp and colder than the room. It smelled of old paper and wet cloth and the sweet, sour scent of a child’s mouth while asleep.
Danya made a noise that was not a word. “I think it’s the door,” he said, which they both already knew.
“Count its patience,” Nika said. She struck the fork again, softer, and touched it to the wall to the left of the seam, then to the right, drawing with sound. She did not draw a path. She drew a boundary. If this was theater, she was not opening the curtain. She was hanging it heavier.
The knocks sped: tap tap tap. Tap tap tap. A rhythm like a child fighting sleep. The recorder’s red light blinked. A little drop of water gathered at the bottom of a valve and fell, like a metronome forced to play a new song.
Then the wall spoke in many mouths. It got crowded. The boy Misha laughed, a little hamster-sweet chortle that made Danya’s head jerk. A woman scolded, breathless, too familiar. A man deeper than it had any right to be said, “Open from the fourth.” The words came like a stage whisper from behind curtains at a school play, the actor certain he was hidden.
Nika let them pass. Each voice tried to hook something at the back of her throat. The precise spot felt raw now. She imagined Zoya’s spoon red and angry and waving. She imagined Galina’s nail eyes watching. She imagined the chalk dusting the air between her and Danya like flour in a beam of light.
“Nika,” said a voice that was not a voice at all, but a noise shaped like one. It was the building, bored through: rebar breath, plaster teeth, the mouth of a conduit that had eaten one too many cables. It tried her name like a tool it did not quite know how to hold. The ridiculousness of it steadied her.
“Forgive me,” she said, and because there are a thousand grammars for forgiveness, she let it be for the younger part of herself that had answered things that were not her. She lifted the plumb bob wrapped now with red thread. She placed its point onto the tiny hairline opening where the seam had tried to become a mouth.
The building woke. There was no other word for it. The pump coughed and grabbed. The lights in the far back of the room dimmed and then flamed white. Something big above them shifted with a noise like furniture dragged by a giant in socks. The cold rose until Nika’s teeth clicked.
Danya clutched her sleeve. “Please,” he said. She didn’t know which direction the plea pointed. At her. At the wall. At his mother’s clock. He stood his ground, which mattered more than what his mouth did.
Nika held the plumb bob steady. The red thread trembled like a vein. “In your place,” she said. She did not say stay. She did not say close. She said it like a fact that had wandered away and now returned to be counted.
The seam tried to widen. The iron chain creaked once, resisting like a hymn. A smear of black mold, tender and velvet as the inside of an old pocket, bloomed a thumb’s width and then receded. The chalk lines she had laid broke in three spots and reformed in smears like a sentence a person had tried to erase.
A tapping started behind them, on a different wall, inside the pump itself. Tap tap. Tap tap. It wanted to herd them. They did not turn. The pump answered by changing pitch, and the room briefly sounded like a swarm of bees in a jar.
Water sprayed without warning, a burst from a gasket that had watched too long. It hit the floor and streaked across their chalk circle, smearing the edge. Danya leaped aside, a blur. A stripe of cold soaked through the leg of Nika’s jeans. The smell of iron turned sweet for a second. The seam behind the chalk seized the opportunity and pushed. The hairline opened wide enough for a piece of plaster to spit out and hit the floor like a tooth.
Nika did not curse. She didn’t have room for curses. She pressed the plumb bob harder, point biting into the softening edge of the seam. She put her other hand flat to the wall, her palm a warm animal against a cold one. She felt the beat of the pumps like a second heart talking fast.
“Count with me,” she said, not numbers but breaths. Danya matched her. In. Out. Again. The breath shaped time even when the tape tried to steal it. They breathed and ignored the voices, which had begun to plead, to make promises, to bargain like the worst kind of hawker at a market made of grief.
“I can bring the boy,” it said through the old coat’s fibers, which was absurd and perfect. “I can return him. He waits and he is a good boy and he will say your name the right way.”
Danya’s breath hitched. He squeezed his eyes so closed the lashes made a brush. He whispered something like sorry, which Nika filed away to be honored later.
She anchored the plumb bob by wrapping the red thread around the iron chain twice more, knotting it one-handed, the knot clumsy but honest. The point settled into the crack like a tooth regrowing into its gum. She took the chalk that Danya held out without words and traced once more the square. She traced over the breaks with the insistence of someone underlining a message to a version of herself in a future where she might doubt.
The voices lost shape. The knocks stuttered. The cold lay down a fraction of a degree. The water narrowed to a drip. The room, for the first time in three nights, felt less crowded with what she couldn’t see.
“Hold,” Nika said. She meant the wall. She meant the thread. She meant herself. She meant the boy who’d not answered and now answered with breath only. She meant everything clumsy and human.
The building shuddered once, like a sleeper falling through the last layer before sleep. The seam closed to a dirty eyelash. The chalk line held.

    
What the Walls Keep
They stepped backwards through the service door like divers returning to air, turned the lock, and stood with foreheads pressed against cool paint on the safe side. Above them pipes sang their regular, boring song. Someone on three argued with a kettle. A child dragged a toy car along the hallway and made engine noises that sounded convincingly like hope.
Galina met them at the landing with a towel as if she had been stationed there with prophecy. “You are wet,” she said to Nika, stating fact like an exact nurse. She patted away the water that had streaked down Nika’s pant leg and then did the same to Danya’s sleeve without asking. Danya accepted it like a cat reluctantly accepting affection.
“We didn’t open it,” Nika said. Her voice sounded like she’d been asleep and woken badly. “We shut what had been open a little.”
Galina’s gaze slid over their hands, checked for blood, for chalk, for string. She nodded once. “Tonight will tell me if the stairwell stops shivering. If it does, I give you my best pears.” She sniffed in the direction of the service door. “I felt it turn on its back like a beetle.” She handed Nika a chipped mug of tea that tasted like rain and the end of winter.
Zoya met them with oat cookies that tasted like forgiveness. She pinched Danya’s cheek and hissed when he flinched, then kissed the spot so he had to exit the moment with a grin that was all teeth. “You look thinner,” she lied. “Good. Things cannot carry you away as easily.”
Nika wanted to lie down on the floor and let the whole building pass over her like a tide. Instead she sat at Zoya’s table. The laminate had a burn mark shaped like a country with no border. Zoya poured soup into bowls the size of hats and put them in their hands until their mouths had to be busy with spoons.
“Listen,” Zoya said. They did. They heard the absence of the knocks. The way a sound you cannot hear is still a sound, a hollow that gets filled by first the clink of a spoon, then a little laugh, then the breath you didn’t know you’d been keeping. Galina, rare gentle, reached to tuck a wet strand of hair behind Nika’s ear and pretended the gesture had been to remove dust.
“You will come at three to sit with me?” Zoya asked. “I will sleep or pretend to. You will listen or pretend to. Either way, I win.”
Nika nodded. “We’ll listen. If it calls, we won’t answer.”
Danya sat straighter on his chair. “If anyone wants me to play chess,” he announced, “I will annihilate them.” Zoya beamed, which made him roll his eyes and grin harder despite himself.
At 3:17 that night, quiet unrolled like a new rug. The stairwell did not flicker. The wall beside Nika’s cot did not clear its throat. Nika’s body waited anyway, the way a horse in a stable still moves at the hour when the train used to go by. She smiled into the dark at her own foolish preparedness and let her shoulders slip down a careful notch toward the bed.
Morning came up under the curtains in a weak yellow. Nika’s hair stood in a no-consensus crown. She dressed and took the recorder to the window and pressed play. Tape whispered. Air. The pump’s song. The small scrapings of their shoes in the room. Then a strange thing: a long swell of noise at 3:17 that sounded like a crowd inhaling before speaking but never speaking.
She forwarded. She found their breath counting in the pump room, then the hiss that had been voices turned thin and then thinner, like sugar dissolved until the spoon meets only water. She stopped the tape and held it in both hands, as if warmth could blur its memories.
Galina took her to see the courtyard again. The swings moved in the real wind. A child in a puffy jacket tried to teach a smaller child the rules of a game that did not have rules. The older waved his hands with authority. The smaller ignored him with joy. Nika took a photograph because she had a responsibility to take at least one that was not a wall.
Danya arrived with his skateboard tucked under his arm as if it were a small animal needing rescue. His mother followed, lips thin but eyes soft, a pan of pancakes under foil. “I am borrowing him to be proud,” she told Nika in a voice that made the proud sound not easy. “You are good to tell him to keep his mouth closed at the right hour.” She pressed the pan into Nika’s hands. It smelled like butter and a clean morning.
“You’re good to let him keep breathing,” Nika said, which made the mother blink fast and then look away toward the swings.
When Nika retreated to the guest room, the nail still hung, red thread quiet. She untied Zoya’s pouch and held it a second longer than necessary. Things that had been near fear picked up a little of it, like the smell of smoke in clothing. She put the pouch into her pocket and left the nail up. The wall opposite was just a wall again. Its paint bubbled where someone had rolled a layer over old water and no longer cared.
She slept in segments, like a book read in small pieces. In the afternoon she wrote the story the building had let her have. Not all of it. If she told it all, people would try the fourth knock and see what answered. She wrote enough that the shape would hold. She used the words careful, seam, breath, patience. She did not write magic. She did not write monster. The photographs she paired with it showed hands on paint, chalk circles, a chain that remembered other chains.
In the evening, a message arrived from a city blog. “We want this,” it said, with the hunger of someone who loves to be fed something true and a little frightening. “We want your hands in it, too.” She agreed. She insisted they name Galina and Zoya without naming their apartment numbers. She insisted they show only the chain and not the door. They agreed like people who knew these shapes, too.
Recognition, when it came, arrived in soup containers and small applause. Neighbors brought food with the stiffness of people unsure of how to bring thanks to a stranger. Danya received a new set of knee pads from a man who called him chief and meant it. Zoya slapped Galina’s arm with the rolled-up newspaper and said, “Look. They called you woman of iron.” Galina grunted and hid the clipping behind a calendar, but Nika caught her looking at it later, mouth softer.
The blog published the piece. The comments were a river, some fish, some shoes. People said the building was a story. People said it was nonsense. People said their own walls sometimes made mouths. A woman wrote, My sister’s house knocks too, and I put knives under the bed and it stopped for a week. Nika answered only to correct the location and to ask that nobody hunt for the door.
A university student came to interview her and asked about her process. Nika talked about waiting and listening and making space for silence without letting it eat you. She talked about how every object she carried had belonged to somebody else who had held it as if it mattered. She kept her hands steady and did not mention breath turned into letters. The student wrote fast with a bitten pencil.
In the late afternoon, with the building breathing lengthened and regular, Nika returned to the pump room alone. Galina had grumbled but given her the key with such resignation that Nika suspected a trust had formed without either of them formally admitting it. Nika stood in the doorway and listened before entering, the way you listen at the door of a sleeping person to see if they are truly asleep.
Inside, the chain lay like a snake that had decided to be a rope. The red thread was duller now, less theater. The plumb bob sat with its point biting nothing anymore, only warding. The chalk square had been scuffed by damp but remained visible, stubborn. Nika touched the chain. It felt like what it was: iron, no anger.
She resisted the urge to say thank you out loud to the room like a child trying to be polite. She said it inside, making a place for gratitude that did not require an answer. She took the fork out of her bag and knocked softly on the pipe, a courtesy tap, not the rhythm they didn’t use. The pipe gave back a thin sound. Ordinary. Enough to let her unclench.
When she left, she locked the door and put the key on Galina’s desk without a sound, so it would be easy to believe it had never left. She placed the nail Zoya had given her into her own coat’s inner pocket. She liked the weight of it against her ribs.
Nika rented a small studio not far from Block 42. It had white walls that had been white for a month and a window that pretended to face west but lied. She hung the iron nail on the hook by the bed out of habit and put the red thread in a jar with buttons. She slept the first night in the new place as if she had been loaned a body that fit well enough.
On the third night, she woke with her hand on the edge of the bed, fingers spread, as if to catch a fall before it started. The apartment was still. A car outside rolled through a deep puddle and moved away. Pipes clucked. The refrigerator decided it needed to speak and then lost its nerve. She smiled at herself, sat up, and reached for water.
Something tapped in the far wall. Not the wall by her head. The one by the kitchen, thin as a shirt. Tap. A mouse could have done it. A neighbor could have set a glass down in the precise way to make it sing. Tap. A beat later, another. Tap.
She listened with her hand on the jar with the red thread. Her mouth filled with her name, not asked for, simply present, like the awareness of your own coat in a crowded hallway. She let the name sit. She took the nail from its hook and laid it on the windowsill where she could see it in the dark like a sliver of something honest.
“Not today,” she said into her own chest, so softly that the room could not take it as an answer. “Not tonight.” She sat with it, and after a time, the pipe sang its normal song, a tune about water wanting low places. The tap did not come again.
In the morning, she called Galina. “How is the stairwell?”
“Rude in ordinary ways,” Galina said. “We like it that way.” She hesitated, then added, “You come for pears.”
“I will,” Nika said.
She called Zoya, too. “Did you sleep?”
“I was awake on purpose, which is like sleeping in a disguise,” Zoya said. “We are fine. I sang to the kettle. It can measure three seventeen without me.”
She sent a message to Danya. It read: If you hear something, send me a recording of you not answering. He replied with a recording of silence, then laughter he could not help, then silence again. She saved it.
That evening the city threw a small event for urban art. Men in shirts without creases talked about interventions. A woman in a black sweater said the word community until it lost its teeth. Nika smiled and took the paper envelope with money. She felt the weight of the iron nail in her pocket like a promise she had made to herself.
On her way home, she passed a wall under a bridge. Someone had chalked a circle there, clumsy and strong. Inside it, a newer hand had drawn a smaller circle. She felt the hair on her arms lift. She considered. She did not touch. She walked on, hearing only her own footsteps and the quiet city counting its patience.
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