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Tap Tap


The first time Mara noticed the tapping, she thought it was a branch. 

It was late October, that thin stretch of the year when dusk arrives like a decision you didn’t agree to. 
The house was an old rental at the edge of town, the kind of place people called “quirky” until the plumbing complained and the windows sweated with cold. It sat on a sloped lot with a stand of pines behind it, black needles and shadow. 
The landlord had said, with a shrug, that the property line went “a good way back,” and he’d waved at the trees as if they were a problem you could solve by not looking.

Mara wasn’t supposed to be there alone.

Her sister Tessa had promised she’d come after work, but the restaurant had gotten slammed. So much for unpacking and sorting out her new home together. The pizza was waiting on the bench. Mara’s phone had buzzed with a text at seven-thirty: 

Running late. Don’t start without me. 



Under it, a second message: 

And don’t go poking around the basement.



Mara had texted back a thumbs up she didn’t mean. Tessa could catch up on boxes and pizza when she got back. The basement though. Mara glanced over to check if the sudden draft had come up from its door. 

She wasn’t a poking-around person. She was a checklist person. She had boxes to unpack, a job to start, and the fact that her breakup had ended with her ex keeping the couch and half the plates was not something she planned to process by wandering into dark corners. She was trying, very hard, to be the kind of adult who did normal adult things, like buying a shower curtain and labelling pantry jars.

It’d been good of Tessa to set it up for her. When Mara had finally reached out to her for help finding somewhere to land, she’d found this house within a week. Tessa had lived there some years ago, pre-gentrification, and still had the landlord’s number. Mara had been surprised by how quickly it all went ahead, but by the end of the day she was less surprised it had been vacant for so long. 

This house wore “normal” like a costume. It wasn’t haunted in any of the ways horror movies prepared you for. No cold spots. No whispers in the vents. No obvious holes in the wall that eyes could look through. It was worse than that. It was ordinary, and just … wrong. Off. In small, stubborn ways. 

The hallway light switch did nothing for the first three seconds, then snapped on with a sharp little pop. The kitchen drawers didn't close quite fully, and slid out too easily, as if they’d been greased, and if you weren’t ready they’d thump you in the hip. The back door needed a hard shove to latch, and even then it didn’t sit securely. When Mara closed the bathroom mirror cabinet, it sometimes clicked twice.
And there was the tapping.

A soft, patient tik… tik… tik… that came from the wall behind the living room couch, three taps, pause, three taps, pause. Not loud. Not frantic. Like someone trying to get your attention without making a scene.

Mara paused with a plate in her hands, listening. She’d thought she’d heard this earlier, when she’d been bustling around. It had been daylight, and it was easy to imagine settling pipes, trees, old house timbers. She’d forgotten about it until just now. Now that she was alone. In the dark, the tapping seemed louder. 

The taps stopped.

She waited. The quiet in the house settled. The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere, the pipes muttered. Outside, wind moved through pine branches in a dry whisper. Mara let out a breath she hadn’t realised she was holding and set the plate into the cupboard. “Branch,” she told herself out loud, because the sound of her own voice helped. Then she heard it again.

Three taps. Pause. Three taps.

It wasn’t coming from outside. It was inside the wall.
Mara walked to the living room. The couch was a hand-me-down from Tessa, a sagging brown thing that had survived college apartments and cat scratches. Behind it, the wall was plain white drywall, no pictures yet, no shelves. She leaned close and put her ear to it.

Nothing.

She stepped back, hands on hips, as if a power stance could intimidate a house. 

Okay,” she said, trying for casual. “I hear you. Whatever you are.” 
Holding her breath in a pause lasting long enough to make her roll her eyes at herself. She turned back to the dishes.

Then: tik… tik… tik. Closer.

It was ridiculous, but her first thought was: Someone is in the wall 
Her second thought was: Mouse.
Her next thought: That's way too high. That's... not a mouse.
That one sank like a stone in her gut.

Mara backed up until her knees hit the coffee table. Reaching behind her to steady it whilst keeping her eyes on the wall, she felt around until her fingers closed on her phone. She hit speed dial and called Tessa. Slipping an elastic band from her pocket onto her wrist, she snapped it the right number of times whilst she waited on speakerphone.  It rang and rang. The dial tone filled the room. No answer.
She called again. Straight to voicemail.

“Hey,” Mara said, keeping her voice low even though nobody was going to overhear her. “It’s me. I’m… I’m hearing something in the wall. Like tapping. Not, like, settling sounds. Actual tapping. Was it like this when you were here? Can you call me back when you can? Also, did the landlord mention any… I don’t know. Animals? Or… people?”

She hung up and stared at the wall. Silence. 












  
  Mara forced herself to keep unpacking. She told herself it was an old house. Houses had quirks. Mice. Athletic mice. They could climb around on the studs, right? Pipes. Temperature changes. Stuff expanded, contracted, complained. Quirky House Syndrome. The idea made her smile, and she thought about telling Tessa about it when she got there. 
Gradually she got back into a rhythm of unpacking some kitchen boxes. The pizza was delicious and soothing, and she was glad to notice her thoughts had slowed and untangled from the earlier upset. Still, she kept glancing at that patch of drywall behind the couch like it might blink.
At nine-fifteen, her phone buzzed. Startled, she snatched it up.
Marz, can’t talk. Nutso here. Be there when I can.


Mara typed back fast: 

Srsly Tess, what is up with this place! Tapping in the wall!! Like someone knocking!! 


She hit send. No reply came. Not even the comfort of flashing ellipsis.
Giving herself a little shake, she forced herself back into motion. She made a mug of tea she didn’t really feel like, and turned on the TV just for noise. The newscaster’s voice filled the living room, talking about an early cold snap, a missing dog, a local school board meeting. Safe topics. Normal night time things. 
It almost worked.
Just after ten, the TV flickered. Just a small stutter of light, like the image tripped over itself.
Mara looked up.
The screen showed a commercial for a chain pharmacy. A smiling woman held up vitamins. Her smile distorted just for an instant, into an awful, fleeting rictus. As the signal righted itself, the audio cut for half a second, then returned.
Mara’s mug trembled slightly in her hand, not from fear—she told herself it was caffeine and over-tiredness —but it did.
Behind the couch: tik… tik… tik.
Mara froze.
The tapping was steady now, consistent, almost polite. Three taps, pause, three taps. Like a pattern that was meant to be deciphered and responded to.
Her eyes moved to the hallway that led to the bedrooms. Dark, except for a stripe of light from the kitchen. She told herself, again, that there was nobody in the wall. But her body didn’t believe her. Her skin had that crawling awareness of being stalked, of being the only moving thing in a room that was waiting.
She stood, careful not to make noise, and went to the kitchen. From the drawer she took the largest knife she owned, a chef’s knife with a black handle. She held it like she’d seen people do in movies, did a double take and gave a little scoff. If someone was in the wall, a knife wasn’t going to help. If it was an animal, a knife was overkill. 
If it was nothing, she’d just be a woman standing in her kitchen holding a knife because her house was being “quirky.” Still. She kept it.
She walked back to the living room and stopped a few feet from the couch. “Hello?” she said.
The tapping stopped.
“Okay,” she said. “This is… this is weird. If you’re… a person, you need to say something.”
Silence. Blood roared in her ears as she strained to hear anything.
Then, so soft she almost missed it, something moved inside the wall. Not tapping. Not scratching. A slow drag, like the sound of fabric snagging over wood.
Mara stepped back. In the quiet, her phone buzzed again. She jumped hard enough the knife almost slipped.
Don’t answer it.


Mara stared at the message.
What??

The typing bubble appeared, then vanished, then reappeared.
The knocking. The tapping. Whatever it is. Don’t talk to it. Don’t say its name if it says one. Just leave the house. Go to the car. Lock the doors. I’m leaving now.


Mara read it twice, then a third time, hoping it would turn into a joke, an overreaction, something explainable. But Tessa didn’t do overreactions. Tessa was the older sister who had carried Mara through childhood storms and teen drama with a calm that made adults trust her. If Tessa was texting like this, something was wrong.  Mara’s fingers went numb around the phone. 
Behind the couch: tik… tik… tik.
Mara backed away toward the front door without turning her back on the wall. She kept the knife down at her side, the blade heavy and useless. The tapping didn’t follow her. It stayed behind the couch. Mara reached the front door and fumbled with the lock, her hands clumsy and urgent. The deadbolt stuck for a second, then gave. She pulled the door open.
Cold air slapped her face. The porch light was out. The yard beyond was a slice of darkness. The streetlamp down the road cast a weak pool of yellow, but her driveway was mostly shadow, and the pines behind the house seemed to draw together, taller and darker.
She stepped onto the porch, the tapping still audible, and pulled the door closed behind her.
The lock clicked. The tapping stopped.
For a moment, all she could hear was the wind and her breath.
She reached up and twisted the porch bulb. The light burst down upon her. Mara hurried down the steps, shoes thudding on wood, then crunching through the gravel as she half-ran away from the house Her car sat at the end of the driveway, a small hatchback with a dented bumper and a comforting familiarity. She moved faster.

      [image: ]Halfway there, she felt it.
Not a sound. Not a sight. A change. The hairs on her neck rearing up like the poles had reversed.
Like walking out of a room and realizing someone is behind you, close enough that you can feel their heat.
Mara turned. The house stared back, dark windows like closed eyes. The living room curtains shifted slightly, but that could have been wind.
Then, from somewhere inside—faint, muffled, like a
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