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Praise for Girl in the Walls:

‘Clear your calendar. Once you start reading Girl in the Walls, you won’t want to do anything else. Read it first for the thrill ride. Then read it a second time, slowly, to savour language that drips and swells with the terrifying beauty of a Gulf Coast hurricane. A riveting, astonishing and flat-out gorgeous debut’

Nina de Gramont, author of The Last September and The Mystery Writer

‘Girl in the Walls is as much about wilful Elise, who haunts her childhood home after losing her parents, as it is about the two boys who are afraid of her. Gnuse deftly explores the challenge of boyhood, the cost of appearing brave – of “manning up”’

Maria Reva, author of Good Citizens Needs Not Fear

‘From the very first page, I was gripped, chilled and intrigued. This is an utterly original read that kept me at the edge of my seat and tugged at my heartstrings, all while making me fall in love with the beautiful Louisiana landscape that is so wonderfully portrayed’

Caroline Mackenzie, author of One Year of Ugly

‘Gnuse is a writer of vision, who builds up his novel like the most exquisite music box. It plays out perfectly, and will leave you entranced long after its covers are closed’

Ali Shaw, author of The Trees

‘Ever been deep underwater, holding your breath, wondering if you will make it to the surface? OK. Remember the most terrifying nightmare you’ve ever had? OK, so now: Here’s your book. It’s really scary, and literary to boot, going way down deep, and way up high. Gnuse’s first novel says that he is the real thing, out of the gate. May the race be long, with many more novels. But he will be hard-pressed to out-do Girl in the Walls’

Clyde Edgerton, author of The Night Train and Killer Diller

‘Bold and compelling, subtle and sublime, with writing so good that you’re torn between racing ahead and lingering. I found myself holding my breath and never wanting to leave, despite the darkness. A uniquely gothic tale about grief, belonging and hiding in plain sight’

Jess Kidd, author of Things in Jars

‘An elegant meditation on grief, love and family, this truly extraordinary novel is a page-turner with deeply imagined characters, and A. J. Gnuse’s prose is as sharp and precise and muscular as any I’ve seen’

Elizabeth Wetmore, author of Valentine

‘A.J. Gnuse’s first novel, Girl in the Walls, gathers a damaged, plucky tween and an angst-ridden family and throws a hellacious storm at them, but still lets a little hope peek from behind the darkest clouds’

Shelf Awareness

‘Strange, outré – this remarkable debut novel is both of these and more … Gnuse has done a brilliant job of making the implausible plausible and of creating characters, especially Eddie, who are simply unforgettable. The Louisiana setting is evocative and a marvel of verisimilitude. The sui-generis result is haunting and, like the characters, unforgettable’

Booklist (Starred Review)

‘From her place inside the walls, the heroine of this enthralling novel describes and grasps the world outside – a place so naturally beautiful and terrifying she fears and longs to re-enter it. This is a book about grief and childhood, about the glory of the physical world, the flight patterns of birds, about how it feels to be locked inside time, and inside the beautiful body and inside a bustling, heart-breaking family. I’ve never seen a young writer burst onto the stage with this much holy brilliance and vivacity’ 

Rebecca Lee, author of Bobcat and Other Stories
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SUBJECT: You Are Not Alone

Listen. We know there are people who hide in our homes.

They crawl into attic spaces. Tuck themselves behind yard equipment in garages. Flit between the rooms of the house just outside the reach of sight.

Some of us have found nests tucked in the backs of bedroom closets behind the hanging clothes. Or in the void space beneath the stairs. In that sliver between a living room sofa and the wall.

We have found half-empty water bottles and candy wrappers and the remains of leftover food cooked the day before. I found my own wrinkled clothes pressed flat to the floor and stinking like somebody else’s sweat.

Look in the places behind furniture. The spaces beneath beds. Every deep crevice of a house. No guarantee that once one place has been checked someone will not sneak right back into it.

You can stay home all day and still not find them. They are clever and patient and they know the insides of your home better than you ever will. But you have to find them.

You have to root them out.

J.T.




A NEST BENEATH A HOUSE

The cat, blinking in the afternoon light, padded away down the long length of the gravel driveway. Her paws found the small, flat spaces between the rocks, and the girl, from her vantage point at the guest room window, could hear nothing – it was like a silent film she was lucky enough to look out the window to catch. But she thought about how, even if she were out there, lying on her back on the lawn with her eyes closed, beside the lilies the boys’ mother, Mrs Laura, had planted along the edge of the driveway, she still wouldn’t hear any sound that would cue her that the cat was passing just an arm’s reach away. She loved that.

The calico had appeared in her view as it trod free from the azalea bushes along the side of the house. The girl knew enough about the house – not only the rooms but the insides of the floors and walls between them – to know a small hole in the house’s foundation that could allow enough space for an animal to crawl in.

Had she already seen the cat’s nest? There’d been a flattened gray mound of half-decayed insulation she’d noticed a few days back beneath the floorboards. The girl would need to keep an eye out for the animal so she could learn its routines and schedule. She didn’t want to encroach by journeying down below when it was napping, when it was clearly trying to be alone. But the cat was across the road, trotting up the steep side of the levee and disappearing over its lip into the batture. Now, since it was gone, the girl wanted to see where it had been.

Tuesday afternoon, the day the youngest of the Masons, Eddie, took piano lessons. She’d go down anyway, even though she heard them there, Eddie and the piano teacher, sitting at the piano in the dining room. They’d both be facing that wall, the one in which she would descend. Tuesday afternoons used to be a safe time to take the trip, as Mr Nick was at his afterschool meetings, Mrs Laura outside in the garden, Marshall at the car wash, and Eddie, typically, tucked away in his bedroom, reading. The piano lessons, an early birthday present, had changed that routine.

But the girl was stubborn. She left the guest room and entered the hallway, the balls of her bare feet treading silently against the floorboards. She opened the door to the attic and climbed the stairs. Pulled free the plywood floorboard and revealed the entrance down into her walls. She’d time her descent along with the piano teacher’s melodies, and with Eddie’s attempts to mimic them. This was her house. She’d done things much harder than this.

Inside the walls, the piano’s keys sounded as though they were underwater. In the dark, she pressed her feet against the wall studs and traced her fingers along the wooden laths to find the miniature grips she’d scraped weeks before. She lowered herself, an inch at a time, patient. More than once, the teacher’s melody cut out while the girl’s toes were still reaching for the nearest grip, and she held herself still, awkwardly, until the muscles in her forearms and fingers burned. More than once, her elbows and knees grazed the laths a little too firmly, causing some part of her to wonder whether Eddie’s mistakes – the faltering, hesitant strokes – were from having heard her, and pretending to have not.

‘Come on, little guy,’ the piano teacher said, his voice rising into a higher pitch than necessary for a boy who was nearly thirteen, almost two years older than the girl. ‘Just play the notes,’ he said. ‘Come on. Watch my fingers! Just do what they do.’

The girl rolled her eyes. As if the trick to playing well was knowing you were supposed to use your fingers.

The teacher went through the melody again, and she touched her toes down on a floorboard. With relief, she eased the rest of her weight down. Slowly, careful not to bump against the wood on either side of her, she shimmied through with her leg out before her, leading her like a divining rod through the dark.

Two. Three. Four. She counted her steps, brushing the dusty floor with her heel, until she found it. The loose board.

The girl paused. She waited until both Eddie and the instructor began playing their melody at the same time, their rhythm slightly off, Eddie’s stumbling fingers filling the silent rests between. While they played, she pushed down on one end of the thick floorboard, causing the other side to bow up. The board was nearly as tall as she was. She lifted it, gently. Then she slipped down beneath it into the hole, her legs pushing through itchy, rotted insulation until she felt cool dirt under her feet.

Simple. Hardly anything to it.




UNDER THE FLOOR

The cat’s nest was tucked away in a corner of the crawl space beneath the house, just beyond the reach of the thin beam of light that bled from the hole in the house’s foundation. The nest was hard to find, hard to know what it was even if someone were looking right at it. The cat had left few signs behind. The shed fur upon the flattened insulation. The faintest imprint of its paw in the dirt. The light warmth beneath her palm. Anyone else would have missed it. Since the girl had moved back into her home, into the walls, she liked to think she saw the world differently.

She lay on her back and stretched out her arms and legs, imagining herself a sea creature undulating out over the dark ocean floor. It smelled like earth down here. Wet, rich earth. She relished the scent. It wasn’t easy for her to get.

Down here, the piano’s keys were muted, but she could still hear the thumping of the instructor’s heel banging the rhythm for Eddie. He banged and banged as though the kid were an idiot. She took a deep breath of the musty air, feeling it cling to her tongue, and let out a tired sigh.

She knew it was none of her business, but it still frustrated her when people talked to Eddie that way. It was how the mailman talked when he handed over the mail, or their neighbor Ms Wanda the few times she came over when he was out walking in the yard. Even Marshall would talk to him that way. That was the most ridiculous of all because, in the girl’s opinion, it was Marshall, the long-armed ape, who was the most deserving of being talked down to. But Eddie was smart. She knew this because she read his books – the best ones in the house – about ancient histories or (her favorite) mythological stories about mysterious, magic worlds. She appreciated someone with a good imagination. Even if he was strange.

While the rest of his family ate their meals together at the kitchen table, he ate his alone in the dining room. And there were other things: how sensitive he was, how quiet, how much time he spent playing board games against himself – even the most boring ones, like Monopoly and chess.

But then, what if she were to map out all the strange and annoying things she knew other people did when they thought they were alone? Mr Nick, with his lingering stares into empty rooms. Mrs Laura’s mumbling. Or Marshall, cursing at himself in the guest room mirror, rubbing the short bristles of his hair between both hands. Even before she’d moved into the walls, the girl would watch her classmates at school during quizzes, when their sense of the world around them shrank and their minds pulled in upon themselves. She’d seen boys’ hands creep up through the bottoms of their shorts. She’d seen girls bite the tips of their fingernails until they bled.

She shrugged. When it came to being strange, Eddie likely fit right in.

The girl rolled over onto her stomach and arched her back. She allowed herself a small grunt, and enjoyed the pull on the tight, wiry muscles. All things considered, as the girl crawled on her hands and knees under the floorboards, blinking in the near dark, smelling the sweet, musky scent of the house’s underside, her hands and knees kicking up faint, floating particles of dust …

Well? She figured she wasn’t necessarily in a place to judge.




THE LATE AFTERNOON

Outside, the Louisiana spring heat had come in swift. The buzz of cicadas filled the humid air, their calls pulsing loud as a siren. But to the girl, it was monotonous and steady, predictable enough to be soothing.

Along the edge of the tall grass that surrounded the back yard, a muscled, black snake could be seen, even from the house’s third-story attic window, inching its way towards the patchy grass beneath the broad shade of the live oak trees. Mrs Laura stood over rows of moist earth in the vegetable garden with her hands on her hips and mud on her knees. And around the corner of the attached garage, just visible over the lip of weathered roofing, Eddie. His piano lessons over, his tousled black hair bobbing as he paced back and forth.

From somewhere, a barred owl let out a garbled call.

It was quiet inside the house. The sun, resting orange above the levee on the other side of the road, cut in across the front yard through the upstairs windows, leaving the speckled outlines of cypress trees on the hallway floors. The clock in the foyer tolled a single, deep note, signaling a quarter of an hour until six. Back from work, Mr Nick lay downstairs on the library sofa, napping, and Marshall, let go early from the car wash, had sealed himself in his bedroom, silent except for the occasional flutter of his fingers across the computer keyboard.

As the heat of the afternoon slowly faded, the old house exhaled. Warm air respired from the pores in roofing shingles and white strips of siding, and rose invisible into the pink sky. The wood in the floors and walls cooled, making occasional, gentle popping noises. Downstairs, the dryer rumbled to a sudden halt.

Softly, so easy to ignore unless someone was still and listening for it, the attic door hinges chirped as they opened and shut again. The sounds of bare feet followed, quiet as an insect, treading in intricate steps across the patterns of light on the floor.

She had decisions to make for the evening. Whether it was to be a night for reading, or for something else. Her current book was a collection of Norse myths, a thick and battered paperback that she had tucked in the nook of her arm as she listened at the top of the curving staircase. Months ago, from a conversation Mrs Laura had on the phone, the girl had learned that this book was meant to be a Christmas present to Eddie from a great aunt in Indiana. But it had only arrived earlier this week, after having been lost all this time in the mail.

The girl had been the only one home to receive the yellow package when it finally arrived on the front porch. The doorbell rang, and there it was. Its wrapping torn along the seam, the silver lettering of the book’s spine peeking through.

That day, she had squinted out toward the levee and road to make sure no one was passing by. Then she reached her pale fingers into the warmth of the sunlight cast upon the welcome mat, and she snatched it inside. She studied the book, saw that it had gotten wet at one point (from a snowstorm, she guessed – some mail truck barreling through an Indiana blizzard and slumping into a ditch after catching black ice), but even though the corners of the book were warped, and ink bled blue on certain pages, the stories were readable.

Eddie wasn’t waiting for the book, wouldn’t notice it was missing, unlike any of the other books on myths and fantasy on his bookshelf, since everyone in the family had thought the present had been lost before it came. Sometimes she reread a chapter two or three times before moving on. No need to hurry through this one.

The staircase steps creaked as she descended them. Bothersome. She could hoist as much of her weight as she could onto the wooden banister that bordered the curving stairs, but the steps would still find some way to complain. Some sounds in the house were unavoidable.

Downstairs in the foyer, the front yard loomed, framed through the windows like an old landscape painting. The acre of green lawn and flowers, and a road with the steep green levee beyond. Up there, on the dirt path along the top of the levee, a boy in overalls floated into the frame of the window, and in a few moments, drifted effortlessly out again. Beside the girl, the antique clock ticked, and from the next room over, the library, she heard Mr Nick shift his weight on the old sofa. He let out a single snore.

She might listen to television tonight, if she wanted – the void space beneath the foyer stairs was close enough to hear most of the words if Mr Nick had the volume high. Or, she could draw in her notebook in the enclosed back porch, sprawled behind the wicker love seat on her stomach with her pencil and paper. There, once it grew dark and became hard to see, Mrs Laura would come in from the laundry room and flip on the porch’s overhead bulb, as if for the girl, and leave it on until Mr Nick did his rounds of the rooms before bed.

Those were some options. In the meantime, she was thirsty.

She went through the living room, with its plush sofa and armchair and its quiet, carpeted floor. Into the kitchen, where the refrigerator opened with a small suction sound. A tink of the drinking glasses touching as one was removed from the cupboard, followed by the soft thump of the fridge closing again.

The windows of the kitchen looked blindly out at the trees that grew up along that side of the house. The neighborhood was mostly undeveloped, in a parish just south of New Orleans, and the only neighbor’s house that was visible from any of the windows was Ms Wanda’s single-bedroom home which rested far back across a field, beside the woods’ treeline. Still, the girl ducked her head, careful, and squinted through those windows to see the afternoon sky, as much as she could manage. There were only a few thin, pink clouds trailing. Looked like it promised to be a clear evening. In that case, she’d have to come back at some point tonight, after the Masons had gone to bed. She’d lie on the kitchen countertops. From here, shielded by the bulk of the house from the white glare of the roadside streetlights, she would see stars. Above the mass of oak and hackberry branches, there’d be Orion, the Big Dipper, others. Constellations the girl’s mom had taught her, when they’d stood outside in that same yard. The girl tucked in a warm arm, tracking her mom’s finger as it traced the dim pinpricks of light.

But for now, there was nothing but the gentle whine of the dishwasher opening, a glass with a film of orange juice pulp appearing beside the Mason family’s dirty dishes, and a padding of feet on the tiles, leaving the room.

The antique clock in the foyer struck six, and its mechanics let out the loud cries of a nest of baby finches. Mr Nick at once sat up and placed his feet on the library floor, stretched, and walked through the foyer and living room. He entered the kitchen and rummaged through the cabinets for pots and pans as he began to prepare dinner for his family. A few minutes later, Eddie and Mrs Laura’s voices could be heard just outside the back porch as they wiped their shoes clean on the mat. Upstairs, Marshall’s stereo, without warning, soared to life with heavy-metal electric guitars and double-bass pedals.

In the laundry room, between the thick silver tubes behind the machines, the girl opened her book to the earmarked page. In that chapter, Odin, the oldest of the gods, journeyed beneath the roots of a great tree to a witch and paid her one of his eyes in order to gain wisdom.

‘There are many ways to see,’ Odin said, as a pair of ravens rooted up from under the ground between his feet. The birds shook their dirty wings, wrapped them around the god’s legs, and pulled themselves to his shoulders. ‘An eye on its own,’ Odin said, ‘can give you only so much, and now I have so much more.’




THE LAST DECEMBER

In that cold, strange time between Christmas and New Year’s, when even the adults didn’t seem certain what it was exactly they should be doing with the different parts of their days, and the house showed their disarray. Strips of torn wrapping paper peeked out from beneath a sofa and coffee table. Decorations half-taken down, stockings emptied of their contents and carelessly folded on the seats of chairs or the mantelpiece. The Christmas tree beginning to dry, as her father forgot to water it, its needles slowly flaking free to fall and brown on the floor.

They went to City Park to see, one last time before the end of the season, the lights that decorated the botanical gardens. She had gone with her parents twice already that month, but before they had always arrived after dark. Now, she wanted to see what Celebration in the Oaks looked like in the afternoon, when the sun still illuminated each of the bulbs and cords that weaved between the hedges and formed the outlines of reindeer and snowflakes. She wanted to see the skeletons of the lights. They walked along narrow, manicured paths, bundled in coats. She trailed a few yards behind her mom and dad, sipping from a Styrofoam cup of hot chocolate, the warmth rising against her face. Hardly anyone else was there.

At the live oak in the center of the park, a huge octopus of a tree, and her parents knew already: the hot chocolate relegated to her mom’s hands, her dad waiting by the base of the trunk. He hoisted the girl up by the armpits, lifting her high enough to find a grip into the oak’s fork. For the moment he held her: his tangy-sharp cologne, the scent of fresh paint lingering beneath. Followed, as always, by his complaint that they’d both grown too old for this kind of labor.

‘A hundred years old with a broken back – I’ll probably still be lugging you around.’

And up in the tree, she shrugged. Wind blew and the leaves flapped around her. She pulled herself higher into the bobbing branches – ‘Careful up there!’ – her cold palms squeezing the chunky bark. With the sky having grown darker and the shadows lengthened beneath the branches, the light of the blue and yellow bulbs below and around her strengthened. She watched the shapes they formed grow flesh and life.

Later, on the drive back, she’d fallen mostly asleep, only lightly aware of the familiar bumps of De Gaulle Drive under the car, and of her mom’s voice in the front passenger seat, murmuring about New Year’s plans.

‘I think the Wilsons’ party will be going on through midnight, if you wanted to stay.’

The seatbelt pressed against her neck as the car slowed for a stoplight. The cloth of the seat had grown warm beneath her.

‘Or maybe we could go back early. It might be nice to celebrate at home. Like we did last year, at the old house? I think we still have that jar for bottle rockets.’

The whir of the engine as the car accelerated again and the beat of the tires on the road. Her dad and mom’s voices taking turns. She slipped in and out of consciousness, as if she were moving back and forth between her bedroom and the hall.




ODIN, THE ALL-KNOWING

Months after, hidden in the old home with the Mason family scattered around her, the girl read in her book of Norse myths that Odin – now Odin the One-Eyed – had become the wisest of all the gods, able to know what was going on in any place in the world. In the story she read, Odin sent out his ravens, who soared up high to spy on the events of the world while hidden in the clouds. When they returned, they tucked into his beard to warm themselves from the icy temperatures of the high altitudes. Once they caught their breath, they whispered in his ear what they had seen.

In this way, Odin saw the whole world through what they told him – storms raging in the mountains, giants stirring beneath the earth, animals rustling in the underbrush of the swamp – all in the near-darkness of his throne room.

When the girl finished the story, she closed one eye and scratched the back of her neck. A good story, but then again, as she sat and let its images drift through her mind, the feeling welled in her that something seemed off. Fishy. If she were in Odin’s place, when he first made the agreement with the witch beneath the great tree’s roots, would she have taken the same deal? Traded an eye for that?

The girl leaned her head against the laundry room wall, rubbed her eyebrows with her thumb and forefinger, puckered her cheeks, and made soft popping noises with her mouth.

It’s not that she didn’t believe the magic, or think it was worth the cost. For limitless knowledge and wisdom? She’d give an eye for that. Heck yeah – and she felt pretty attached to her eyes, too: light green with brown specks. But the girl also had two of them. And once, her dad had given her a book about Ann Bonny, the lady pirate. On the cover, she was illustrated steering her ship through the blue Caribbean Sea with a wild, free grin and a big, black eyepatch.

The girl wouldn’t mind that look. She’d trade an eye for magic birds.

Well, maybe not for ravens. She figured those were loud and squawking birds. She hadn’t yet had the chance to read it, but she had heard about that old Edgar Poe ‘Nevermore!’ story.

Something quieter. Smaller, too. Like a wren. She liked their puffed-out chests. It was like a pillow they could rest their faces on, one they carried with them and could use wherever they chose to sleep at night. And their size meant they could fit anywhere, go wherever they liked.

But still. The birds weren’t what was wrong with the story. There was something else. What was it?

The whole exchange with Odin and the witch. It didn’t make sense.

The witch. What was she doing down there, beneath the roots of a tree? Why did she give the man this power to see the whole world over – seemed like a pretty big deal – and only get an eye in return? What does anyone do with an eye anyway?

And even then, did Odin actually become that all-knowing, after all? The girl had read a couple of other myths about the Norse gods (Eddie already owned a collection of short stories that had samplings of almost all the good ones: Egyptian, South African, Greek, Native American, Middle Eastern), and she knew that Odin, even with all his knowledge, had no idea what kind of tricks his wicked son was up to, even when they happened in his own home.

Then – the girl held still. Mrs Laura padded through the library towards her into the laundry room. The dryer in front of the girl reverberated as it opened, and she heard the brush of fabric against the metal well as Mrs Laura pulled the dried clothes out into a basket. The door of the dryer clicked shut, and as suddenly as Mrs Laura entered the room, she left. The woman trailed away, now humming the theme music to Survivor and bouncing the laundry basket against her knees.

The girl flipped open her book again. Turned through the pages and squinted at the illustration of the old man and the witch, shadowed by the massive roots of the World Tree. Maybe the lesson to be learned from the story was simply that adults, even the smart ones, were kind of dumb. It was a lesson the girl had learned before. In her experience, adults had often demanded fairly stupid things of her. Adults like her old teachers, who talked to her as if she was an infant. The foster guardian, Ms Brim – one evening with the woman, yet the girl still remembered her name – who suggested that families and homes are things people can recreate. Even her mom and dad had required pointless chores of her (sweeping the back porch, though it would only get dirty again half a day later; dust-mopping the rooms they hardly used; and, worst of all, their own constant projects on the house – the girl’s earliest memory was coloring in a book while lying on a plastic-covered floor). Ridiculous to think of the hours her parents had wasted of hers. But she stopped herself from dwelling too much on the thought. Of course, she’d take their chores and projects as a trade-off. Hundreds more, if she could.

But – the story. So, why didn’t the witch just take all wisdom for herself? Down beneath the roots of a tree, she must have wanted it more than anyone. To close her eyes, listen to the whispers of her ravens, to see each facet of the world appear before her like a flickering television screen. Why would anyone give the birds up?

What made her go down beneath the tree, and what was she doing down there? If she made Odin the smartest of all the gods, what else was she capable of? Seemed to the girl like the story had skimped on the most interesting character.

She liked this witch. She felt like she was being winked at from the page. There was more to this woman than she was letting on, and she was keeping it hidden from everyone in the world. Except her.

The girl turned back to the beginning of the story. She rolled her neck, feeling the gentle pops as it loosened. Then she read the story again.

Here, in her home, time moved as she wanted. Here, in the world she found, the one she created – who knew? She might as well stay a little girl forever, as long as no one else ever knew to find her.




BOYS

Long after all the lights in the house had been put out that night, the girl watched the stars through the kitchen window. When she was finished, she brushed her teeth in the downstairs bathroom with the toothbrush she kept hidden behind a rack of magazines. Then she pulled herself back into the walls, like pulling a bedsheet over herself before sleep. Inside, she felt the vibrations of the building, a tremor of a pulse beneath her fingertips. She scaled the space between the walls. But as she neared the second story, she stopped.

How could they still be awake? Sounds of their feet creaking on the carpeted floor above her. The older boy kept his voice low, so as not to wake their parents.

‘You think I can’t hear you moving around in here? The fuck were you even doing?’

Eddie’s returning voice was soft, frail. She couldn’t make out what he said. Before he finished, Marshall cut him off.

‘Shut up.’

She pictured Marshall standing over Eddie, his pointed knuckles whitening as he gripped the doorframe. Narrow face turned gray by the dark of the bathroom that connected their rooms. She imagined him leaning in close as he spoke.

‘You weird, idiot, little kid,’ he said. ‘For the love of fucking God, why can’t you just be a normal brother? Wake me up again, and I’ll beat the shit out of you.’




THE HOUSE

The old house had been called a project by each of the half-dozen families who had lived there through the decades. Over time, each had left their mark when renovating their home, in shaping and re-shaping the floorplan. They added cabinets, constructed a back porch, and, later, closed that porch in to become an interior back patio. Utility closets had been converted into pantries, a playroom transformed into a lounge then into an office, and the kitchen at some point doubled in size and expanded into the garage.

Inconsistencies abounded; the house was like some hybrid, ridiculous creature from an ancient myth. The white ionic columns in the foyer were followed by the living room’s 1970s cream drop-ceilings and fluorescent lights. The exposed hardwood floors of the upstairs hallway changed into the thick brown carpet of the separate bedrooms. In the library, an unusable fireplace without a chimney. In the master bedroom, an ornate wrought-iron heating system, without any gas hookups, jutted from the wall. The look of the house resembled its history: of people trying, and failing, decade after decade, to make the house their own.

As long as the girl had known the home, something had always been about to break: a plumbing pipe or a rusted boiler, a ceiling leak or cracked gutter, a garage on the verge of being infested by carpenter bees, or an attic with a pair of nesting squirrels. For her own parents, and the Masons now, she figured this was why so many projects stood half-finished (the broken upstairs-to-downstairs intercom system, the stained-glass kitchen window above the stove that led into the darkness of the wall).

Throughout her childhood, her mom and dad had always complained how, as soon as they began one project, they’d need to stop halfway because, somewhere across the house, another one became more pressing. Too many memories, like the one of her mom: screwdriver between her teeth, rushing down the stairs to the kitchen where dinner boiled over on the stove. Of standing beside her dad as they looked up at the pantry ceiling, where once again it had darkened from moisture. ‘Is the leak coming from your bathroom? Ours? Or somewhere else?’ The house’s insides unfurling above them, a cave system through walls. ‘Let’s think.’

So, it’d been a kind of déjà vu, a month ago in early March, when the girl listened to Mrs Laura coming to terms with the house’s stubbornness. The Mason mother had wanted to add an extra door to the office to help bridge the divide between the boys’ bedrooms and their own. A single hallway led through the upstairs, curling like a horseshoe, separating the rooms, making them feel like they belonged to different homes. (A problem the girl knew well: when Marshall’s room had been her own, she’d felt stashed away, and would strain to hear the murmur of her parents’ voices in their bedroom before sleep.) That day in March, Mrs Laura brought in a contractor, and his saw shrieked through the bones of the house, revving and spitting for most of the morning. After lunch, Mr Nick lost his temper with the noise and took the boys to a matinee. Mrs Laura stayed and sat out in the Adirondack chair by her vegetable garden. The girl could only cup her hands over her ears and wait.

Around two in the afternoon, with a withered sigh of its motor, the saw eventually gave out. The worker stomped over to Eddie’s bedroom window and called out for Mrs Laura to come up.

‘I mean, I thought I’d just cut through the studs,’ he said in an accent thick with the southern parishes. ‘But, would you believe it? It’s like that wood has petrified. Bent the teeth of my saw blade!’

The contractor picked up a hammer and smacked its side against a stud for effect. The noise was as if he’d struck stone. The girl, who had pressed her ear against the side of the office closet when he began to speak, bit her tongue in surprise.

‘This house might as well be a mine shaft!’ the worker said.

The girl spat into a small basket of Marshall’s old video game controllers. Decided she wouldn’t mind the loud man himself being thrown into a mine.

‘Well, it sounds like you’re saying you can’t do it.’ Mrs Laura’s voice was heavy with disappointment. The girl could imagine her already bending over, feeling the texture of the wood, wondering whether her own saw might fare better.

‘I’m saying that nobody’s cutting through, short of using explosives.’

‘Let me see.’

It was Mrs Laura’s turn to thump the hammer against the wall. This time the girl was prepared.

‘Hard as rock,’ the mother said. ‘Jesus. We’re learning something new about this place every day.’

Here, the Masons would temper their expectations as to what could be done with the home. The girl had learned enough herself to know some things wouldn’t change. She counted on it. She had felt those walls on their insides, traced her fingers along their grooves and indentations.

The Mason parents could spend their weeknights curled up in bathroom cabinets breathing in paint fumes, or bent over a table saw on the back porch. The boys could be called down, grumbling, on Sunday evenings to help with the latest project, whether it was to realign the Lazy Susan cabinets in the kitchen, rip up cracked tile in the master bedroom and caulk in new, or lay fresh insulation in the attic, or hook up new ceiling fans to the old wiring that veined through the walls, or dig through the back of the deep living room closet to sort through the leavings of families who had lived there years ago.

But none of them would ever know the house like she did.




A CLOCK OF BIRDS

The only change the Masons made that the Girl in the Walls liked was the clock. Loud enough to be heard throughout the first floor’s rooms, so that ears, grown sensitive in the quiet, would hear it in the attached garage when coiled within the foot space of the kayaks, or upstairs, tucked in the plush quilts in the hallway’s linen closet, or even higher, in the dark heat of the attic.

The antique clock was so unlike what she had imagined one should be. They were supposed to be dusty things, decrepit and cock-eyed, something Ebenezer Scrooge would own. The clock wasn’t as huge as one would expect, considering its volume. It stood just above waist-height for a man, or as tall as a short, eleven-year-old girl, and was nearly pyramid-shaped, with a smooth, glossy curve that sloped up the sides to frame the face. Its cedar was bright, almost shiny when the overhead lights were on, and at the clock’s bottom, a narrow glass strip revealed the swaying pendulum, painted with the image of a southern short-tailed shrew.

It was a granddaughter clock, or at least that was what she had heard Mrs Laura call it. The name sounded made up, but the girl liked it. For some reason, it brought to her mind some other young girl – not so different from herself – who, by magic, had metamorphosed into two separate things at once, changed into a mixture, like a mermaid or sphynx. In her mind, the clock perched in the corner was both a child and a smirking old woman.

On its face, instead of numbers, were twelve painted types of birds. A mockingbird, a cardinal, tight clusters of finches and starlings, a great horned owl, a blue jay, and at the top, a painted bunting with colors like stained glass. And other birds, a couple the girl didn’t know, hadn’t yet found in the hefty Illustrated Guide to North American Birds that was kept on one of the bottom shelves in the small library-study. Every hour, by some process of gears and pulleys more than a hundred years old, the clock thunked, then let out whatever bird’s call the hour hand faced.

The clock began her morning: the faint sound of a blue jay from downstairs that woke her from sleep. In yellow light from the attic dormer window, she would pull herself out from the nook beneath the floorboards. She’d fold up the layer of quilts and winter coats she used as a mattress and tuck them back into the Masons’ storage bins.

Below her, on a weekday like today, her rise was soon followed by the light squeak of Mr and Mrs Mason’s bedsprings as they sat up to rest their feet on the ground. The girl waited until she heard them, then she stepped carefully along the plywood that formed the attic floor, swinging her arms in windmills to loosen them. She looked out the dormer into the backyard where oak branches bobbed in a breeze. A leaf tumbled between the parked cars beside the attached garage in the driveway. In a few minutes, Marshall’s alarm clock began its routine of wailing and stopping, wailing and stopping, as its owner slapped at the snooze button again and again.

Below, the hiss of the boys’ shower as Eddie bathed. The AC unit rumbled beside her as it turned on for the morning, and the girl hoisted herself on top and spread herself across to feel the cool metal along her neck, back, and legs. Downstairs, Mrs Laura had begun cooking breakfast – the girl could smell it, couldn’t she?

Biscuits in the oven?

Sometimes, she imagined the scents of an entire meal wafted up through the rafters: the maple syrup on the boys’ pancakes, strawberry jam spread over Mr Nick’s toast, the spray of an orange as Mrs Laura split it into its separate parts. But later, when she went downstairs to the kitchen, she’d be disappointed to find in the dishwasher only the remains of instant oatmeal or cereal and milk.

This was its own cold reminder. Whenever the girl ate breakfast with her own parents, her dad always cooked. Hash browns. Plump, crackling sausage. Scrambled eggs with Crystal hot sauce. While they ate, sometimes she’d kick beneath the table, one leg catching the small flags of her dad’s cuffs, the other grazing her mom’s stockings – the feel of them like firm, soft sand. Her mom’s smirk, her cocked eyebrow. ‘Having fun?’

After the Mason breakfast was finished, shoes stomped up the stairs, rushing to one of the boys’ bedrooms. A few moments later, they thumped back through the hall and down again. Marshall or Eddie must have forgotten a textbook, or a calculator.

Through the dormer, she watched Mr Nick and the boys appear, the father dressed in his white, collared shirt, Marshall in black T-shirt and jeans fraying at the heels, Eddie still in his middle school uniform – blue polo and khaki shorts. As she watched them leave, she remembered how, when they left together in the morning, they all went to three separate schools, Mr Nick teaching at a high school far from their district, east of the river. That thought always surprised her in a small way. Easy to think that, when they were away, they were all together – but they hardly ever were.

When Eddie reached the car, he paused to wipe the soles of his shoes along the rubber seal at the bottom of the red Saturn’s back door. He seemed to count as he wiped, deliberately and patiently, one sole before the other. She’d seen him do it for a full minute before. This morning, Marshall wouldn’t wait. He stepped up behind Eddie. And after Mr Nick got into the front seat and closed his door, he shoved a quick elbow into his younger brother’s back.

‘Hurry up!’ Marshall said, gripping Eddie by the shoulder to usher him in.

The girl threw an uppercut into the air, imagining a well-placed swing into the older brother’s teeth. After their car pulled away, Mrs Laura was soon to follow, flashing into the backyard in a dress and heels, dressed for her real-estate job. As always, when she reached the car door, she paused to bend, place her briefcase between her calves, and comb her fingers through her shoulder-length hair. She found what must have been a speck of dried paint, and she pulled it loose with her thumb and forefinger and flicked it into the lawn. Soon, her blue SUV kicked up dust in the gravel driveway.

The next round of bird calls rose up from the granddaughter clock below. This was the wren’s hour.

Her time.

Throughout each day she’d hear the clock, its singular, weighty tones on the quarter and half hours, and the bird calls when the minute hand pointed up, towards twelve, and higher as well, up toward the girl’s own nest in the attic. She counted time by their calls.




THE BIRDS

When the wren called, it often meant a slice of toast and a hard-boiled egg in the kitchen, and cereal when she wanted to be careful. It also meant going to the bathroom, washing her face in the sink, and wiping down her armpits and the dirty soles of her feet with a moist washcloth. She kept the green cloth in the very back of the cabinet beneath the bathroom sink on the first floor, behind the extra toilet paper and cleaning supplies.

Starlings meant she could be as loud as she wanted. It meant music and exercise. Meant turning on the radio in the living room, and if there was a good song on, it meant dancing, and cartwheeling in the upstairs hallway, lying belly-down on a rug and sliding between rooms as though she were on a sled. New songs could be hit or miss. ‘Don’t Phunk with My Heart’ was good enough that she had to stop whatever she was doing to run to the living room and jump on and off the sofa. ‘Hollaback Girl’ might get the radio turned off for the day.

The call of robins meant it was a good time to check out television, since The Price is Right was finally over, and sometimes reruns of Hercules and Xena: Warrior Princess came on. This was usually when the mailman came by, and if there was a package to be delivered, his truck would churn down the house’s long driveway, and
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