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        Beware the noise behind the walls…And the dropped Cheetos

      

      

      

      Albert just wants some peace and quiet. Work and silence and no disturbances. Instead, a noise…a ringing noise in his apartment drives him to distraction. The noise even invades his dreams. When he realizes the ringing is coming from inside the walls, Albert really starts to worry. Anything could be behind that wall. Anything could be making that sound.

      Discovering the truth, however, proves more terrifying, and strange, than anything Albert could have expected.
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      Where the hell was that bell sound coming from? Albert shook his head hard, but that didn’t help. No, the sounds weren’t in his head. They were around here somewhere. But where?

      Albert hunted behind the large, comfortable couch and found only a few hairballs and a stray Cheeto. No bells.

      He looked under the side chairs flanking his coffee table. Both were big heavy Lazy-boy chairs. Nothing under either one except some lint and another couple of Cheetos. Damn Cheetos got everywhere. When had he last eaten Cheetos? A week ago? More? Probably ought to move the furniture around and vacuum underneath more.

      Once he figured out where that fucking bell sound was coming from.

      He checked behind the TV stand, found nothing but dust, the inch of space behind the bookshelves where they didn’t quite sit over the baseboard properly. Nothing again. Not that he expected anything there. But by that stage he’d checked every other nook and cranny in his apartment and…nothing.

      He heard the bells in every room, but stronger in the living room-kitchen area of the one-bedroom apartment. The place was arranged weirdly so there was also a nook off the kitchen he used for an office. The bells weren’t so loud there. No. The sound was definitely louder in the open living room. But he’d checked every possible place they could be coming from.

      Hands on hips in the middle of the living room, he turned in a circle. In the walls maybe?

      Shit. That would be bad. And weird. How the hell was he going to get into the walls without releasing a bunch of mice and cockroaches onto his apartment? This was New York City. Even with the best maintenance and exterminator practices, there were mice and roaches in the walls. It was a fact of life. The only way to keep them out of your apartment was to keep all the possible ways in sealed off. No holes. Anywhere. He’d learned that the hard way when a hole behind the mini-fridge in his office near the baseboard had been letting in a steady stream of mice for about a month before he figured out where the hell they were getting in.

      That month still lived in his memory as a little slice of hell on earth. No more. No more holes.

      But the bells were going to drive him nuts if he couldn’t make them stop. A constant ting-a-ling-a-ling. Ting-a-ling-a-ling. Over and over. A break, randomly. Then more ringing. He’d hunted outside, opening the windows despite the cold to check and see if a bird had built a nest anywhere on the brick walls or over someone’s currently dormant windowsill air conditioner. No birds. No stray nests. No random bells somehow caught on the red bricks.

      Had to be the walls. But he was no way in hell going to punch holes in the walls and let the mice in again.

      He supposed he could always move.

      Albert shook himself hard at the thought. No one would buy this place with a constant bell sound anyway.

      Maybe if he could pinpoint the exact spot, he could get the super up here to help open the wall and then get it closed again before the mice were any the wiser. So long as the hole got sealed up quickly, he should be good.

      He definitely couldn’t sleep another night with those bells. One was enough. And sleep wasn’t exactly how he’d define his night. Noise cancelling headphones were tough to sleep in and didn’t block all the sound anyway.

      Ting-a-ling-a-ling. Ting-a-ling-a-ling.

      For a brief moment, he worried someone or something like a cat had gotten caught in the walls. Or a kid? Shit. That would be horrible. And him not realizing it for a full twenty-four hours!

      But the bells were too consistent. They did stop randomly. But a kid or even a cat would get tired and stop for longer than a minute after all this time. Right?

      Albert walked along the wall in his living room, trying to pinpoint the sound. The hiss of his heaters coming on complicated things. Oh, he could still hear the bells alright, but pinpointing the source over the sounds of hissing and clanking from the heaters proved difficult. He finally had to stop for a few minutes, until the heat was going and the noise of it coming on stopped.

      One thing he’d give his apartment building, they didn’t stint on the heating. At least not by February. God help them if it got cold in October. Saving oil. No heat despite the dip to below the temperature tipping point that was supposed to turn the heat on automatically—Albert thought the building manager made sure that tipping point temperature thing was adjusted lower for October just to save money. But by the middle of winter, the heat was always in full swing. Sometimes too much heat. He had to crack his windows to balance it out. But that was fine. He preferred being hot to being cold anyway.

      Once the heat settled, he went back to trying to pinpoint the exact location of the bell sound. Ting-a-ling-a-ling. Ting-a-ling-a-ling. God that was going to drive him nuts.

      He really hoped it wasn’t coming from someone trapped in the walls. How would they even get in there, though. There wasn’t any work being done on the building at the moment. No way into the walls unless you were dumb enough to open the walls yourself and risk a mice invasion for…reasons.

      Albert couldn’t think of a single reason.

      His cellphone rang from its place charging near the couch. He ignored it. That was his work phone and he was on his lunch break. He didn’t take work calls on his lunch break.

      Damn it. Where were those bells?

      He followed the weird curve in his apartment that led toward the kitchen, past his two windows that actually had a view of a patch of green park and not a view of one of the neighboring buildings. The patch of green was a cemetery, but still. It was a beautiful one with lovely old tombs and lots of grass and trees. Made him feel very Victorian to go for his daily walks there.

      The bells seemed to be coming from an area closer to the corner of the apartment, at the edge of the kitchen. Not a wall shared with a neighbor. He’d already asked both his immediate next-door neighbors if the bells were theirs anyway. And gotten some strange looks from the old woman in 14H and a polite no from the middle-aged man in 14K. He didn’t know his neighbors’ names, just knew them well enough to say hello, talk about the weather if they were riding in the elevator together, maybe bring them their mail if some got into his box on accident. It wasn’t that he wasn’t social. He just…wasn’t that social with his neighbors.

      Albert liked his peace and quiet.

      Which he did not have right now.

      The bells got louder the closer he got to the corner of the room. Ah ha! Finally. He was zeroing in on a location.

      Before getting the super all the way up here, he double checked the entire area around the noise. There were a few storage boxes filled with books stacked against the wall. Things he hadn’t gotten to his storage unit yet. But no furniture or appliances to move and check behind thankfully. Once he’d moved the boxes—and double checked inside to make sure the bells weren’t somehow coming from there—he set his ear to the wall, listening intently.

      Yes! The bells were definitely louder here. He was sure he’d found them. And they were definitely in the wall.

      So weird.

      Okay. Time to call the super and get this fucking noise stopped. He had work to do. It did not involve going slowly insane from the near constant ting-a-ling-a-ling.
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