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The Locked Door


The door had always been closed, as far as Laura could remember. Not just closed, locked, as she had learned the few times she had attempted to unveil its secrets. It was shut the first time she came to the house — her second date with Adam — a night when she had felt comfortable enough to follow him home. She hadn’t noticed the door that night. Not surprising, considering they hadn’t gotten past the living room before shedding their clothes and their inhibitions.  
It wasn’t until the next morning, when Adam led her to the kitchen for breakfast that she first saw the door. It was bright red, in contrast to the boring pastels in the rest of the house.
“What’s in there?” she asked him.
“Just stuff,” he shrugged.
And that was that. She had sensed a reluctance, as if he was hiding something, but she hadn’t given it much thought at the time, her mind soaring with new-romance ecstasy. Over time, as their relationship blossomed, she raised the topic a couple of times, with the same result.
“Girl, that’s a big red flag,” her bestie Nina told her when Laura mentioned it. By then, she had been dating Adam for over a year. Things were getting serious, and she expected he would propose soon. “I mean, he’s a great guy and all, but why the secrets?”
Nina was very perceptive, and Laura valued her opinion. She should have listened to her, but Adam’s pull was so powerful that she swept her concern away.
She moved in with him when they married a year later. It was the only home he had known, the one he had grown up in. As the only child, he had inherited it when his parents passed.
Two years in, her life was fantastic, but the door still tormented her. She had hoped that once they were husband and wife, Adam would share everything with her, but it was not to be. In her mind, he could do no wrong. He was loving, caring, even-tempered, wonderful in every sense, except when it came to the door. What was he hiding in there? It had to be something terrible, and the thought made her shudder. But she never pressed him hard enough, opting to shy away from conflict. If she had her way, their honeymoon phase would last forever.
One morning, she was watching the news and there was a story about a local woman going missing. It was the fifth such case in as many months. With no bodies turning up, people suspected someone was holding them captive, ignoring the far worse possibility that they were already murdered and buried.
A terrifying thought entered her head. What if Adam was the one abducting these women? Is that what he was doing the nights he told her he was working late? Was he hiding the women in that room? Suspicions aroused, her mind explored the possibilities. It would be difficult to sneak his victims in without Laura knowing. Of course, he could do it when she was out and about and he was alone at home. Or he could wait until she was asleep. Still, it would be a challenge. And even if he did get them in, surely she would hear them at some point, wouldn’t she? Unless the room was soundproofed. Adam spent a few hours a week in the room. What did he do in there?
By then Laura had reviewed the floor plan of the house. She estimated the room was barely twelve feet by twelve feet. No basement. No other entrance to the room. He could fit the women in that room, though it would get stuffy. But how would he feed them? How would he manage their waste? It didn’t add up. One time she had surveyed the front of the house hoping to peek inside the room, but the only window was shuttered. Why?
“Do you trust me?” he had asked when she probed about the door for the umpteenth time.
“Of course I do,” she had replied promptly, though the doubts lurked right below the surface.
“Then don’t ask me about it again. I assure you, there’s nothing concerning in there.”
She had wanted to question him more, but she just couldn’t. Worse, she was ashamed for lacking the strength to stand up for herself.

      [image: ]Time passed. Soon Laura gave birth to their first child, Emma. She was the most precious thing Laura had ever laid eyes on, and for a while the door was forgotten. The sleepless nights, the exhaustion, taking care of her baby, it all consumed her.
Until one day she came across a news story about a local man who had been arrested for soliciting an underage girl. Digging further, the authorities found a significant stash of child porn in his house. Again, Laura’s mind wandered. What if Adam had such objectionable material in that room? Is that what he did in there? Deriving pleasure from that filth, perhaps sexting young girls? Was he a pedophile? The thought made her shudder, and she held Emma closer. Would her daughter fall prey to him? No, it couldn’t be. She had seen how he was around Emma. So much love, so protective. There’s no way he would do anything to harm her, or any other girl.
Another concern nagged her. The suspect’s wife denied any knowledge of it. One section of the media refused to buy that story — how could she have lived with that man all those years and not have known? They were sure she knew but had turned a blind eye. Others mocked her, calling her stupid. If Adam was up to no good, would Laura end up like that woman? Either ridiculed for her ignorance or accused of covering up the heinous crime?
Laura broached the subject of the door later that night. Adam, as usual, brushed her off. Again, she questioned why he was so reluctant, considering he was so open about everything else. The only other thing he was cagey about was his painting. He was a talented artist, a hobby he had pursued since he was a child, but he didn’t like anyone looking at his work. He said it made him self-conscious, fearful people would hate it. Laura, of course, had sneaked a peek a few times and had assured him he had nothing to worry about. She loved his art, but it didn’t help. But that reluctance was something she could understand. She enjoyed singing and had been told she had an incredible voice, but she dreaded the thought of crooning in front of others for the same reasons as Adam. Now she only sang when she was alone in her car or at home.
There were occasions where the curiosity, the urge to know what was behind the door got the better of Laura. She was tempted to take an axe to the door and storm inside. But she feared she lacked the physical strength to do it. Even if she could break down the door, she dared not risk Adam’s fury.
She hunted for the key several times but never found it. When he was at work, she would check the pockets of clothes he had discarded. She would search his side of the closet, his nightstand drawers, every possible place where he could have put it. She had tried to open the door, wiggled the knob, pushed against the door in different ways, hoping that it was unlocked and would budge without a key. No luck. She concluded there had to be one. Perhaps Adam always carried it on his person.
One time she decided to take an alternative approach with him. They were in bed, ready to turn in for the night. Adam was reading.
“Why’s the door red?” she asked.
“Why’s the door red?”
Her heart sank at the response. Repeating the question meant he was stalling. Why avoid a harmless query?
“Yes. Everything else is boring pastel. That door really stands out.”
A smile appeared on his lips. Her hopes soared, considering this was the first time she had received anything but a negative reaction to a mention of the door.
“You calling my mother boring?” he asked.
“No. That’s not what I—”
“Just kidding.” Adam chuckled. “I was around fourteen, I think. The boring paint on the door was chipping off, and Mom figured she’d let the budding artist paint it. Teenage rebel that I was, I painted it red. She was aghast, wanted me to repaint it, but Dad and I managed to convince her otherwise.”
It was Laura’s turn to smile. This was progress, but she still had to make her next move to get what she coveted.
“Was it locked back then, too?”
A few moments passed before he replied. His smile had disappeared, and Laura could tell from the grim set of his lips that the wall was building up again.
“No. That came much later.”
“Why did you start locking it, Adam?”
He closed his book and tossed it on the nightstand. “Are we really going to do this again, Laura?”
His eyes drilled into her, convincing her that it was a lost cause, but she couldn’t resist the fight.
“Yes, Adam. I want to know what’s behind that door. In fact, I deserve to know what’s in there.”
He gave it some thought before replying. “It’s just my man cave.”
“That’s it?”
“Yes.”
“Then surely I can take a look sometime? This wo-man won’t desecrate anything in there. I promise,” she said in an attempt to lighten the situation, to get that smile back, and with it, a shot at the truth.
His lips tightened. “Mom never asked me what was in the room or what I was doing in there. She respected my privacy.”
His response stung. The eternal battle between mother and wife. She never imagined she would be in it, but here she was, losing out to a woman she had never met. A few harsh rebuttals floated through her head, but she feared what unleashing them would lead to. She turned off her lamp and lay down, turning away from him, feeling hurt and rejected, as she had so many times in the past. Tears threatened to spill out of her eyes, and she wiped them off before forcing herself to sleep.

      [image: ]“You still don’t know what’s in there?” Nina asked, arching an eyebrow.
She had moved to Spain soon after Laura’s wedding. As often happens with time and distance, their interactions started to dwindle. Little Emma’s entrance rekindled the friendship, and Nina couldn’t resist flying in for a few days to see her bestie in her new role, to hold the bundle of cuteness in her arms, to caress Emma’s smooth cheeks with her finger.
But with Adam out of the house, things had taken a serious turn this morning. Now they sat at the dining table, sipping their coffees and nibbling on croissants while Emma played in her crib.
Laura shook her head.
“Girl, that’s not good.” Nina stated the obvious in a stern voice.
“I don’t know what to do,” Laura replied, a hint of anguish creeping in. “I’ve asked him several times, but he refuses to tell me.”
“Then you got to take charge.” Nina paused, deep in thought. “How about you get a locksmith in?”
“No. I can’t risk that. If Adam finds out…”
“Or you could install one of those little spy cameras somewhere facing the door. That way you’ll see what’s in there when he opens the door to get in and out. They’re so tiny, he won’t even notice.”
“But what if he does?”
Nina sighed. “Girl, why are you so scared of him?”
Receiving no response, she continued, her eyes drilling into Laura’s. “It’s not him you’re afraid of, is it? You fear the truth. If you find out he’s doing some sick stuff in there, it’ll wreck your seemingly perfect life. Is that it?”
The fact was, Laura didn’t know what it was that really held her back. What if Nina was right? If Laura was looking the other way while Adam was up to no good, then that made her a terrible person, didn’t it? No better than that pedophile’s wife. That was a thought she couldn’t stomach, and she covered her face with her hands as she broke down crying.

      [image: ]Soon Emma was walking and talking, racing around the house as she babbled. Pretty much every day she would go up against the door and ask to be let inside. Adam wouldn’t allow it, tantrums notwithstanding. It pained Laura to see her daughter anguished for no reason. Adam was affected too, but he stood his ground.
“Do you like butterflies?” he had asked a few weeks into their relationship.
“I guess.”
He shared how he was obsessed with butterflies, droning on and on about monarchs and brimstones, gatekeepers and swallowtails. She hung on every word at first, but soon the talk got boring. What a nerd, she thought. But by then her love for him was so intense that she ignored this quirk.
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