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Stephen Crowe did his best writing at night. Once the sun went down, and the building quieted down, Stephen always felt more at ease. During the day, the apartment building was just too loud. School kids coming and going, people leaving their apartments as they went to work, dogs barking – it was all too much. He could hardly ever concentrate on his latest book with all that noise. Not to mention the traffic sounds leaking in from outside, and the constant police sirens – as he unfortunately could only afford to live in a crummy neighbourhood with a lot of crime. He was always aware of his neighbours’ comings and goings, their presence pushing in on him from every direction. The walls were thin, and he could always hear their phones ringing, and snippets of his neighbours’ conversations. 

At night, Stephen’s world shrank considerably. It was just him, the glow of his desk lamp, and the rhythmic tapping of fingers on his keyboard. Stephen would let his imagination run wild, as he wrote about all sorts of monsters. Horror fiction was his favourite genre, though he’d written other types of fiction. There was just something so enticing about monsters. They obeyed rules. Monsters had motives, weaknesses. Monsters weren’t unpredictable like people. They could be understood, and then defeated. People had never been his strong suit. He wasn’t a social butterfly, preferring to hide away in his apartment. It suited him just fine. 

That night, as Stephen pounded away at the keyboard, writing about a monster that nested inside the walls of an unsuspecting family’s home, he heard the floor above him creak. The sound was slow, deliberate – like a footstep placed with intention. He froze, fingers hovering over the keyboard. Just the building, he told himself. 

It was December 18th – a week before Christmas. The schoolkids had gone on break that afternoon, and he knew that they were going to be loud all week. At least during the week, they were out of the building during school hours. And Stephen also knew that because of the holidays, there would be people with family coming over for turkey dinners, and such. He didn’t do much for the holidays himself; Stephen liked keeping the holidays low-key. Just him, a TV dinner, and his laptop to keep him company. That was how it’d been for the past few years. Just him, and his quiet apartment. He didn’t have any family, hardly any friends. It was lonely, but not terrible.

Stephen glanced up, hearing the radiator click. It was cold out; the wind had been howling all day. They were in for a snowy December this year. A white Christmas, for sure. His desk lamp flickered, and Stephen turned his attention towards it, waiting to see if they would have a power outage. But thankfully, that wasn’t the case. Upstairs, Mrs. Brandt started singing ‘O Holy Night’. She was a soprano in her church choir, and would perform in local theatre productions throughout the year. But though she was always involved in the arts, Mrs. Brandt wasn’t very good. Her singing was always persistently off-key, and trembling.

Stephen exhaled and kept writing. She loved to belt out show tunes at all hours, and was particularly fond of Christmas carols. His noise-cancelling headphones only blocked out about eighty percent of her singing, but it was enough to continue writing. He’d complained to the landlord repeatedly about Mrs. Brandt’s singing, but nothing ever came of it. He knew by now to just ignore it. She’d tire herself out eventually, and go to bed. She was usually asleep by midnight. 

Out of all his neighbours, Stephen’s favourite was Sage Beaufort. Sage and her parents had moved into the unit across the hall over the summer, just before school started. Stephen knew this, because he noticed everything without meaning to. They’d had a heat wave that summer, and Stephen had barely been able to get any writing done. His apartment didn’t have air conditioning, so he’d sat at the open living room window. And on the first of the month, he’d seen the brigade of moving trucks, and U-hauls show up, parking in front of the building. This place was pretty terrible; the vacancy rate was high. Stephen was used to his neighbours moving in and out frequently. 

Sage and Stephen had only spoken a few times, but he thought she was nice. She was fifteen, in tenth grade. They’d pass each other on the landing, when Stephen would jog down to check the mail. Sage always had her hood up over her blue hair, shoulders squared like she was bracing against something invisible. She put on a tough act, but he could tell that it was false bravado. 

The first time they really talked was when the power went had gone out in September. The entire building had been plunged into darkness, the emergency lights in the hallway humming weakly. Stephen stepped outside his apartment with a flashlight just as Sage emerged from hers, phone raised like a weapon. Her eyes were darting around nervously. 

“Hey.” Stephen nodded at her, as Sage brought the flashlight beam up to his face. He squinted in the bright light. “You’re Sage, right?” 

“Y-Yeah.” She nodded. 

“I’m Stephen. We’re neighbours, I live across the way.” Stephen gestured to his apartment behind him. “Sucks about the power outage. It conks out often in this shitty building; you’ll get used to it over time. Are your parents home?” 

“No.” Sage shook her head. “They’re at work.” 

“Okay.” 

“I hate how dark the apartment gets, when the lights are off,” Sage said. “It gets really creepy. Can I sit with you, until the power’s back on?” 

“Sure.” Stephen sat down on the frayed carpet across from her, still holding his flashlight in his hands. “Scared of the dark?” 

“I’m fifteen, not a baby.” Her eyes narrowed. 

“I’m twenty-three, and I’m terrified of the dark,” Stephen laughed. “I still use a nightlight.” 

“You’re lame.” Sage eyed him up and down. “What kind of grown-up still uses a nightlight?” 

“I get really bad nightmares,” Stephen explained, with a shrug. “It helps.” 

“Mom says you’re some kind of writer,” Sage said, flatly. “What d’you write about?” 

“Monsters,” Stephen said. “Horror books. Vampires, ghouls, crazy clowns, that kind of thing.” 

“They can’t be all that good, if you’re living in a dump like this.” 

Stephen’s cheeks went red. “Yeah, well. The royalties pay my rent and bills, but I’m no Stephen King or anything – even if we do share a first name.” 

Stephen loved writing, but his books weren’t all that successful. They sold moderately well, enough to sustain himself. That was all that mattered. Stephen liked that he could stay at home, and write. It beat working retail like he used to. That had been too much. Life was much easier for him, now that he stayed at home all day. 

“You hear that?” Sage asked sharply, glancing up. 

She tilted her head slightly, listening intently. Something was moving in the walls. Not scurrying. Not scratching. Dragging. They listened for a minute, but eventually the sound faded. As soon as it was quiet again, Sage laughed. It was just a little too loud, too forced. 

“The hell was that?” Stephen murmured quietly. 

“Dunno.” Sage clutched her phone tightly, the strong beam casting shadows on the grey walls. “It’s an old building. Maybe it was like . . . the pipes, or something?” 

“Right,” Stephen lied. “Just an old building.” 

The lights went back on then, and Sage jumped to her feet. She gave him a quick wave goodbye, before heading back into her apartment.  After that, they started exchanging small nods. Brief words. Shared glances when the building made noises it shouldn’t. A quiet alliance formed in the margins.

She’d knock on his door on occasion, usually when her parents weren’t home. Stephen would let her into his place, so she’d have someone to keep her company while she waited for them to come home. Sage would poke around his apartment, looking at his extensive book collection, or his superhero figurines sitting on the shelf. They’d talk some, but mostly, she’d stay fairly quiet – and that suited Stephen just fine. She was a good kid. And like him, Sage was lonely. He wanted to look out for her while her parents were out, making sure that she’d had something to eat. Though he usually only ate TV dinners, and French Fries. His diet consisted mainly of bland, beige food. But Sage never complained about the lack of variety. 

Mrs. Brandt stopped singing on December 22nd. The silence hit Stephen harder than any scream. It lingered, thick and unnatural, like the building itself was listening. She had been singing that night, as always. Firstly, she’d sung ‘Mary, did you know?’, followed by ‘Jingle Bell Rock’. But it was halfway through ‘Silent Night’, when Mrs. Brandt suddenly stopped singing altogether. It just wasn’t like her at all, and Stephen had immediately stopped writing. He’d sat back in his plushy computer chair, listening for his upstairs neighbour. 

And that was when he’d heard the floor creak above him. Heavy footsteps – much heavier than birdlike Mrs. Brandt. She was thin, frail – maybe ninety pounds soaking wet. Someone else was in her apartment with her. Stephen’s heart pounded in his chest, as he listened for another minute, but he quickly went back to his writing. He was in the middle of a crucial scene, in which the monster had learned to imitate human movement. His poor protagonist was getting put through the wringer, as he struggled to protect his family from the horrifying creature. 

Stephen tried to get back into the scene, ignoring the noises he’d heard in the unit upstairs. It was nothing, he tried to convince himself. Just some strange noises. But that night as he lay in bed, Stephen could’ve sworn he’d heard footsteps outside his door. They were slow, squelching wetly. And he heard something breathing heavily, as they dragged something past his door. Stephen thought about getting out of bed and checking, but he was too frightened. There was something about the noise that deeply unsettled him. He stayed
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