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The apartment came with three things the listing didn’t mention: a crooked hallway floorboard, the faint smell of old incense, and a bedroom door that didn’t like to be ignored.

I moved in on a Tuesday. By Friday, I’d stopped noticing the incense. By the following Monday, I could find the floorboard in the dark just by the way the sound changed under my heel.

The door took longer.

It was a standard hollow-core bedroom door. Off-white paint, cheap brass knob, thumb lock. It didn’t quite latch unless you pulled it toward you while turning the handle. It scraped the frame when you closed it. It wasn’t special.

The first time it knocked was twelve days after I moved in.

I’d gone to bed early. A little after ten. No TV, no podcast, just me and the fan humming in the corner, the blades making the shadows on the ceiling breathe.

I was almost asleep when—

Three soft knocks.

Not the apartment door. That one rattled when anyone touched it, the chain clinking against metal. This sound came from right next to my head.

I opened my eyes.

The bedroom door was a solid rectangle on the wall opposite the bed. Closed. Streetlamp light leaked in around the edges, faint and dirty. Nothing moved.

I held my breath.

Three more knocks. Same rhythm. Same spot, a little below eye level if I’d been standing there.

Somewhere in my brain, a childhood reflex lit up. Don’t answer after midnight. Don’t open unless you know who it is. Don’t—

“Hello?” My voice sounded small. The word sat in the dark a moment, then dissolved.

I pushed the covers back. Cold air brushed my shins as I swung my legs over the side of the bed. The floorboards complained under my weight.

“Who’s there?” I tried again. It felt stupid immediately. If someone were inside my apartment, knocking to be let into my bedroom, I’d already lost.

The space between the bed and the door was eight steps. I counted.

One. Two. Three. Four.

A hallway stretched in my head: my parents’ house, their bedroom door shut tight, my small fist on the wood. The air conditioner humming. My mother saying, “Not now, Nathan, go back to bed,” without opening.

Five. Six. Seven.

I pressed my ear to the door.

Silence. On the other side, nothing. Just the living room, the kitchen, the empty hallway. Maybe the fridge humming, or maybe just blood in my ears.

I unlatched the thumb lock. Metal clicked, too loud. I turned the knob and pulled. The door stuck and then gave with a small sigh.

Living room. Sofa. The dim glow of the router light. The coat rack shadow, tall and insect-like.

Nobody.

I checked anyway. Bathroom. Kitchen. Closet. Behind the shower curtain, because that’s what you do even when you know better. My heart did that fast-slow rhythm it used to do during panic attacks. I felt stretched thin, like everything was fractionally out of sync.

Nothing. No one.

Old building, I told myself. Pipes knock. Wood settles. Brains misinterpret. That’s all.

I went back to bed. Left the door slightly open so I could see the slice of hallway beyond.

I slept badly.



The second time, I wasn’t drifting off.

It was a Wednesday, close to midnight. Laptop open on my chest. I’d been doom-scrolling between work emails and my ex’s social media. My eyes hurt.

I had my headphones in, some ambient playlist murmuring, when everything in the world paused and pulled tight around those three knocks.

I didn’t hear them right away. I felt them.

Even with the music on, the vibration came through the bed frame, up through the mattress. Three dull, hollow thuds from the door like knuckles on wood.

I yanked the headphones out.

The room went very quiet.

Heat pooled in my chest. Anticipatory dread, the kind you get waiting for bad news. My hands were damp on the laptop’s edge.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay, that was... something. Pipes. Neighbors.”

My neighbors didn’t share a wall with my bedroom door. On the left was the bathroom. On the right, solid wall. The hallway beyond was mine alone.

“Don’t be dramatic,” I told myself. “You’re projecting. It’s just noise.”

The door was shut. I’d gotten in the habit of closing it at night now, though I couldn’t have said when that started. The crack between door and frame was a black line, thin as ink.

I watched it.

The fan ticked overhead. The building creaked. Nothing.

I lay back down, keeping my eyes on the door until they blurred.

In the morning, there was a faint bruise across the knuckles of my right hand. Like I’d been knocking on something in my sleep.



I didn’t tell anyone at first.

It was embarrassing to be thirty-three and haunted by a door. And talking about it felt dangerous, like it would either make it real or make me sound ridiculous. Both options felt equally bad.

The thing about living alone after not living alone is that silence gets into everything. It makes shapes out of shadows. It puts meanings where there aren’t any.

That’s what I told myself.

Then the door started knocking only when I was alone.

Not just alone in the apartment. Alone in the world.

It took a few days to see the pattern.

I didn’t get visitors often, but I did see people. I went to work, sat in meetings, rode crowded trains. My sister called twice a week, my mother once, my therapist every other Tuesday. Human voices wrapped around my evenings. The city sounded like city.

On nights when those threads existed—when someone had said my name in the last few hours—the door was just a door.

On nights when I hadn’t spoken to anyone, when the day had gone by in a blur of emails and nods and maybe one “Have a good one” to the barista, the knocking would start.

Somewhere between ten p.m. and three a.m.

It didn’t matter if the door was open or closed. It didn’t matter if I left the TV on or used earplugs. I’d feel it through the mattress.

Three knocks. Then, sometimes, a familiar pattern:

knock... knock-knock.

Left hand, right hand, both together.

The first time I recognized it, my stomach turned. It was the way I used to knock on my parents’ door when I was too afraid to sleep and too ashamed to admit it. My little code: I know I’m not supposed to bother you, but it’s me.

My knuckles throbbed in memory.



“Tell me about the door,” Dr. Harlow said.

I hadn’t planned to mention it. It slipped out like a cough.

“You’re going to say it’s anxiety,” I said.

“Is it?” she asked.

“That’s what you said about the chest pain. And the dizzy spells. And the thing where it feels like my thoughts are coming from slightly behind my eyes instead of inside them.”

“All of which eased when the breakup wasn’t quite so immediate,” she said.

I picked at the seam of the couch cushion. Her office smelled like peppermint and paper. The certificates on the wall had the bland authority of warning labels.

“This is different,” I said. “It’s... external. Maybe. I don’t know.”

“What happens?”

I told her. I left out the part where the knocks matched my childhood pattern. That detail felt too intimate, like evidence.

When I finished, she was quiet a moment.

“Has anyone else heard it?” she asked.

“No. It only happens when I’m alone.”

“That’s specific language,” she said. “How do you know that?”

“That’s just how it is.”

“Is it more accurate to say you’ve only ever noticed it when you feel alone?” she asked. “Emotionally as well as physically?”

I rolled my eyes, but my chest tightened. “So, yes, anxiety. Great.”

“I don’t think the door is triggering you,” she said, mild as ever. “I think your brain’s using something simple and concrete to express something less simple and concrete. Doors are thresholds. Boundaries. Inside versus outside. Before versus after.”

She held up a hand. “That doesn’t make the fear unreal. It just means the object might be negotiable. What’s on the other side of the door, in your mind?”

“Nothing,” I said, too quickly.

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Your homework is this,” she said. “Next time it knocks, don’t open it. Just sit with it. Notice what comes up. Notice what story your mind tells to fill the gap.”

“That’s it?”

“For now. And maybe call somebody before bed once in a while. People can knock too. With their voices.”

I left feeling patronized and, annoyingly, a little calmer. Thresholds, brains, patterns. Fine. That was manageable. That had protocols.

I almost believed it would stop.



It didn’t stop.

But it changed.

The next time, it was around one in the morning. I’d spent the evening half-watching a crime documentary, the kind with cheap reenactments.

I hadn’t talked to anyone all day.

When the knock came, I was waiting for it.

Three hollow raps. The bed frame shivered.

“Okay,” I said into the dark. “Hi.”

My legs wanted to move. My hands twitched toward the doorknob. Everything in me leaned toward that rectangle on the wall.

I stayed on the bed.

“Not tonight,” I whispered. “I’m not opening you.”

The silence that followed had weight. I could feel my pulse in my teeth. Something inside insisted that if I didn’t respond, something worse would happen. My brain tried to invent shapes for the threat.

I focused on my breathing. Chest. Ribs. The fan’s soft tick.

The door knocked again. Harder.

knock... knock-knock.

My knuckles ached in sympathy.

“Go away,” I said, and it came out more plea than command. “Please.”

A pause, long enough to make me hope.

Then, very softly, from the other side of the door, I heard my own voice.

“Nate,” it whispered. “Please. Let me in.”

Everything in me went still.

I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. The fan could’ve been a helicopter. The rain in the white noise machine could’ve been real. The world shrank to six feet of air and a cheap door.

I knew that voice. Not just the sound. The rawness. The way it rode the edge of a panic attack. I’d heard that version of me in bathroom mirrors, in late-night voicemails I never sent.

“Nathan, please,” it whispered again, with the little break on my full name my mother used when she was afraid.

My stomach lurched.

This is what your brain does, I told myself. It gives sounds a mouth. Like hearing your name in a crowd. Neurons misfiring. That’s all.

The door shuddered. The knob didn’t turn. It never turned.

“Let me in,” my voice begged. “You promised.”

That word caught on something old. Hospital fluorescent lights. A beige door with NO VISITORS in block letters. My mother’s hand on my shoulder.

“I didn’t promise anything,” I whispered, though some part of me knew I had.

I clamped my hands over my ears. It didn’t matter. The words weren’t in the air. They were in my bones.

I don’t remember falling asleep. At some point, the world went black.

In the morning, my throat felt scraped, like I’d been shouting. My knuckles were bruised on both hands.

There were three shallow dents on the inside of the door. Exactly where fists would hit, over and over.



After that, it stopped being a weird story and became a problem.

I bought a white noise
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