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The Hole In The Doorway

by TS Brookhouse

The first time he saw the door at the top of the stairs, he was 

twelve, and the bus was coming to take him to school.

Mornings were cold in winter. He stood at the end of the 

driveway, peeking over the snow drift left behind by the plow. There 

was an imprint in the snow, only just still in the shape of his own 

body. A fresh inch of powder softened the edges but didn't erase the 

boy-shaped crater.

He worried the bus driver wouldn't see him, and wouldn't stop.

He worried the bus driver would.

The neighborhood was half-feral, homes separated by copses of 

elm. Some stretched on a hundred yards or more. When he looked at the

woods across from his driveway, he expected dark trees and blue snow,

that early on a Monday. Instead, there was the door, and a flight of 
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stairs leading up to it.

He was so startled that he jumped, then immediately glanced 

around, embarrassed. It was a stupid door. But it was a new door, in 

every sense, and there was no reason for it to be there. This flight 

of stairs, layered not with snow but with thick carpet, belonged 

indoors. It had come from between the first and second floors of 

someone's home, he thought, in a new house in a new neighborhood, 

before the pale carpet had been dirtied by time and use.

There was an unmistakable click of a doorknob turning, and the 

soft whine of hinges twisting. The sound carried strangely through 

the cold air, sharp and subtle. His embarrassment evaporated. He 

froze, attentive. A deer. A rabbit.

The door swung open.

His heart pounded in his ears. He forgot the taste of air.

Through the doorway was darkness deeper than the woods. In the 

door frame stood an empty shape where someone ought to have been and 

wasn't.

It was too cold for birdsong, for wind. The soundlessness made 

his thoughts loud, but they only repeated themselves: he had two 

choices. He could stay where he was, or he could approach the door.

He wanted very badly to run.

The empty space didn't move, and neither did he. But the 

distance between them seemed to shrink, compelling him forward even 

as he tried to step back. His feet wouldn't listen. The empty space 
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waited, patient and certain, and he knew he would go, that it was 

only a question of when.

Stay here. Go there.

Stay here.

Go there.

Go there.

G o   t h e r e .

The school bus brakes screeched, the first sound he had heard in

days, in eons. The bus door slid open before the machine had stopped.

"Morning, Francis," said the bus driver. 

His name restored him enough to step forward, out of the cold 

and onto the wet, sandy floor. His heart climbed down from where it 

had stuck in his throat.

"Morning, Francine," shouted Donovan, sitting somewhere near the

back.

Francis sat behind the bus driver, where it was safer, and 

looked back at the woods.

Just woods. 

#

The weekend after graduation, there was a camping trip. You're never 

far from civilization in that neck of the woods, but it was far 

enough for a bunch of eighteen year olds to drink and not fear the 
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consequences. He went because he got along with most of them, and 

everyone was happy with nostalgia and excitement. It was the last, 

best chance to make good memories of high school.

Donovan bellowed, "Francine!" and put him in a headlock, as 

though no one had ever taught him how hugs work. "I have to take the 

worst piss. C'nyou hold a flashlight?"

They walked far enough from the campsite for modesty, Donovan 

relieving himself on a red pine. Francis fumbled with the light. 

"Dude, just hold it still," said Donovan. "I'm trynna pee and 

you're giving me a seizure."

He mumbled, "Sorry," and swung it toward the ground several 

yards ahead. Then he swung sharply back.

"Frankie."

"Do you see that?"

"What?" Donovan adjusted his clothes and lurched into the beam. 

Francis pushed past, aiming the light ahead.

"Hey," he shouted. He started to run. "Hey!"

There was a person standing several yards away, beyond a liminal

line of trees. Past them, Francis could see a doorway, high enough in

the air that it could only be at the top of a series of stairs. The 

figure stepped forward.

"Get away from there! Get away!" 

It was a man, tall, with dark hair just long enough to start 

thinking about a trim. He walked slowly toward the stairs as though 
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pulled. Francis shouted again, rolling an ankle on a root and 

ricocheting off a trunk as he ran. The sound of his own voice left 

him behind unnaturally fast, and he wondered if the stranger could 

even hear him.

The man lifted his knee. Francis watched, Francis screamed as 

the man's heel dropped toward the first step --

Francis stood in the trees at the edge of a meadow, winded and 

alone. Over the sound of his breath, the tree frogs returned. Then a 

campfire, crackling with damp wood. And, as the panic subsided, he 

faintly heard someone ask, "What's up with Frankie?"

"I dunno, man. He just took off."

Then they were calling his name, and he walked back, yelling 

that he was fine.

He asked around, but  no one else had seen the stranger. 

Concerned, the others gathered together for a head count, but there 

was no one was missing. A couple people suggested it was a camper 

from someone else's party. Another suggested it was a ghost. Donovan 

implied it was a ruse to scare everyone. When Francis didn't smile 

and didn't let them in on his prank, several others assured him it 

was nothing. It was just dark. And late. And they were far away from 

home. 

By the time he graduated high school, Francis had seen the 

stairs an untold number of times. Until that night, he had never seen

anyone climb them.
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#

He had intended to have a career by his mid-twenties, something that 

would put him on the way to buying a house. Instead, he was standing 

on a boardwalk well after dark, some thousand miles from home. He had

saved for months to stand at this coast. He smelled of salt air and 

stale fried food. The motel room wasn't far, he could wash himself 

off and change his clothes, but he stayed where he was.

Four steps above the tide stood the doorway. The frame left a 

rectangle of black cut out of the sparkling night sky. The person-

shaped space stood with one hand on the casing, one hand on the 

doorknob, waiting. Summoning.

Stay here.

Go there.

Then the sound of the sea breeze returned. Trash scuffled and 

blew past. Francis fell out of his contemplation and saw he wasn't 

alone. A woman, maybe older or maybe younger, rested her palms on the

guard rail. She was staring out at the door, too, and didn't notice 

or didn't care that Francis was looking at her.

"You ever think about going for it?" she asked. "Just to see 

what happens?"

Francis looked back out at the door. "A lot," he said. 

She nodded. "I tried, once. It's harder than it looks."
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"Is it?"

"Yeah. The closer you get, the harder it is. Instinct kicks in 

and tells you to run away, get out, escape..." 

Francis nodded. He knew. 

He thought about asking if she was a student, what her major 

was, if she'd read anything good recently, if she was local or 

visiting. Before he could settle on a question, she said, "Ugh, what 

a horrible place. It smells like deep-fried seaweed."

"My motel room's got a shower, just over there," he replied. It 

was a thoughtless remark, but the corners of her mouth twisted up in 

acquiescence. 

"You get HBO?"

"I don't know."

"It's fine. It doesn't matter."

He woke up at four thirty-eight AM, suddenly aware that he was 

alone in his queen-sized motel bed. He hadn't heard her leave, but 

then, she might have only just gone.

He didn't get up to check. She hadn't woken him for a reason. 

But as the minutes slipped into quarter hours, and sleep did not 

return, he wondered if she had left a number, or an email, or if she 

had gone back to where he had met her. He lay in bed, hoping that she

had left a way to get in touch. That she wasn't on the boardwalk, 

preparing to try again.
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#

The stairs were twenty feet from the sidewalk where he stood. Francis

finished his last cigarette in one long drag, and flicked it away.

He had made up his mind. Finally. He had mailed the divorce 

papers back the afternoon before. It had been horrible, at first, 

learning he would never have children. It was torture when she told 

him that, sorry, this was her deal breaker, and happy Independence 

Day. He had hoped that by Christmas she would have gotten over it and

come back. By Valentine's Day, she was celebrating without him. Now 

it was Easter, and he was letting go.

Three time zones away, his niece was about to go to church and 

have her first Easter egg hunt. He had seen the photo of her wearing 

a brand new Sunday dress on Facebook, uploaded by her proud father. 

Francis was glad he hadn't gone. It was enough, seeing it from the 

other side of the country, and this way, he didn't have to clean 

himself up. He had left his phone on the coffee table to avoid the 

real time updates while he smoked, and that's when he had seen the 

staircase. It was in the empty lot next door, standing in the 

overgrown grass like it belonged there.

There was only one thing left to do.

One step, and he couldn't hear the birds singing up the sun 

anymore. Another, and he might have been walking across snow, or 

sand, and it wouldn't have made a difference. His ears rang and his 
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vision throbbed. 

Francis noticed the carpet on the stairs was dirty, mostly on 

the bottom few steps. He recognized his own shoe prints, and tried to

remember when he had left so many. He stared absently at the marks, 

then looked up at the door.

The empty space awaited him as it ever had. 

Once, twenty years ago, Francis had tried to stop someone 

from doing this. He remembered only as he raised his knee.

It was always going to be like this, he thought, as his heel 

touched the first step. I always knew it was only a matter of when.

The atmosphere on the stairs pulsed like a massive, distant 

machine, and the structure shook, so his knees shook. He took each 

step with care, and each step rattled him harder. He was still 

afraid, he realized. He was all out of things to fear, except this. 

But he kept going, staggering onto the short landing.

Everything went calm. There were no shoe prints here.

With one hand on the casing, and the other grasping the 

doorknob, Francis stepped into the welcoming void, and hoped for 

nothing.


