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UnderstairS

Upon hearing the news that Gracie had bought a house, friends would say (with awed smiles) that it seemed such a “grown-up thing to do.” After disappointing the first to make the comment, Gracie learned she was supposed to gasp and squeal, “I know!”—which she could approximate with only middling sincerity at best. She understood the sentiment was supposed to be complimentary and encouraging in some ambiguous way, but she didn’t understand why anyone should be surprised that an adult woman might behave like an adult. She took pride in her accomplishments (her education, her career, her romantic independence) but didn’t feel obliged to exhibit bewildered glee at having earned them. To close on her first home, she’d had to manage a lecherous realtor, a dismissive property inspector, and a dubious loan officer. She wasn’t amazed at doing something so “grown-up;” she was satisfied at the result of her perseverance.

A family with several children previously occupied the house Gracie bought, leaving her to suffer the encumbrance of carpeted stairs. Gracie, being a woman of taste, hated carpeted stairs. Nevertheless, she dealt with the situation for nearly six years because the cost of buying a home—despite putting “no money down” against the principal—depleted her “cushion” (which the expenses of being a sociable single woman of taste prevented her from quickly replenishing).

She’d learned not to talk about her plans at the firm. It sometimes led to an offer from a male colleague to “help out.” After having their offers declined, two different men responded with the same phrase, “What, don’t you even want me to take a look?” which cautioned Gracie that the only pounding they intended on doing in her sanctum had nothing to do with a hammer and nails. In fact, many men seemed to infer from the fact she owned property that she was more promiscuous, or it invoked in them a strange ambition to dominate her. Gracie didn’t fret that many of the repugnant attitudes she encountered were fathomless to her. She felt no need to waste her time considering them.

By the time she had the means to invest in remodeling, her wish list for improvements had grown considerably. And while several projects were by then absolute necessities (such as replacing all the rattling, ill-fitting windows which, in addition to contributing to mammoth winter heating bills, allowed in drafts of such a peculiarly disquieting nature that the simulated sound of breathing on the landing outside of her bedroom door kept Gracie awake more than one night through), the removal of the carpeting and the refurbishing of the stairs never left the top of her list.

Online reviews of local small business owners led her to engage “Millett and Sons” contractors. The fifty-something man with a broad forehead and crooked nose who managed her remodeling explained he was the surviving “Son,” having retained the name when he inherited the business from his senior.

“And, since my daughters weren’t inclined to follow in my footsteps, I got this little guy to help me out,” he said by way of introducing Filipe as he put his arm around the much shorter man’s shoulders.

Filipe picked up his cue for the clearly rehearsed yet charmingly goofy bit, beaming as he looked up at Millett and said, “Thanks, Pop!”—the only two words in English Gracie remembered him uttering during the entire renovation.

Millett, conversely, never squandered any chance to speak with his client. He relished each opportunity to explain the details of her house and the minutiae of their work on it. Gracie thought kindly enough of the older man that she didn’t (often) wonder if his genial attention was tendered equally to customers who weren’t attractive, single women in their thirties.

And so, Gracie thought it must have required a Herculean effort on Millett’s part to restrain himself until after the steps were stripped, sanded, and stained before he mentioned the keyhole beneath the lip of the fifth stair.

“It looks like there’s a secret storage compartment under the step,” he explained. “It might have been used to store valuables or just children’s toys. There’s probably nothing in there now, but who knows? Have you found any old keys in the house you couldn’t find a use for?”

“No,” Gracie replied. 

Though he seemed to try to hide it, Millett’s obvious disappointment prompted her to ask, “Couldn’t you force it open?”

Millett shook his head determinedly. “There might be a mechanism attached.” “What mechanism?”

For once, Millett declined to elaborate. Instead, he seemed to shrug off whatever importance he had ascribed to it and smiled. “Well, it adds a touch of character, anyway.” Gracie regarded the simple, brass clasp. “Don’t you think a skeleton key would fit?” “Eh.” He waved off the suggestion. “Just wait. I’m sure the key will turn up.”

Millett’s prediction held true, though its fulfillment perplexed Gracie. Had she cleaned more assiduously than usual above the doorframe to the kitchen to remove the construction dust? It seemed more than possible—it was the only rational explanation. But Gracie was still surprised when she knocked an iron key with a greenish patina of rust to the floor.

Well, it’s here now, she thought, which she found a particularly unsettling way to phrase her acceptance of its existence.

She was not shocked to discover the key fit and turned easily.

She couldn’t say why she paused before pulling the panel down. Was she savoring the suspense? She wondered if she would be happy to discover something inside or relieved that nothing was there. Perhaps she waited to stave off disappointment. She laughed at her foible and pulled the panel open.

“Oh!” she exclaimed. As the panel fell forward, it partially lifted the stair in front of it. Gracie felt a wobble in the wood and heard a loose piece knock softly against one of the longer boards. She envisioned a support strut freed from its locking notch, swinging freely. The hypothesis seemed confirmed when she gently lowered both the panel and the stair step into the empty darkness.

She couldn’t yet see anything in the space beyond. An idea occurred to her. She removed (and pocketed) the key, allowing her to fold the panel and step flat against the next panel down. She yelped again when the next panel angled forward—and lifted the next step down in front of it, which then folded flat. She repeated the process twice more to collapse the bottom four steps of her staircase into an accordion fold, which flipped backwards at the bottom to fit snugly into an alcove in the floor. She then heard a click and saw a wooden button pop out from the wainscotting on the wall. She guessed what it might do and pressed the button to confirm her suspicion. She heard the twang of a spring extending and the soft shunk of a counterweight sliding inside the wall as the stairs unfolded and snapped back into place. Only the top panel did not close completely. She smiled, delighted by the ingenuity of the simple design, as she pulled the panel forward and once more folded the stairs back down into the floor.

Even with the strange door completely open, Gracie couldn’t see far into the hidden compartment. It seemed to go much farther back than she had expected, possibly the full length of the stairway. She went to her kitchen and retrieved a silver flashlight from her “miscellaneous” drawer. She kneeled and turned it on. Though it was a small flashlight, it emitted a bright, blue- tinted beam...which still couldn’t dispel the gloom beneath the stairs. Gracie ducked beneath the opening and crawled forward on her elbows.

When she was halfway into the opening, she became terribly disoriented. She felt pulled upwards, so much so that she was forced to put her hands over her head to keep from hitting the underside of the stairs. Since she was on her knees, unbalanced with her weight forward, she knew she should have fallen on her chin, but somehow, she remained upright. She then concentrated on the second distressing aspect of her disorientation. She had the feeling she had twisted at the middle, even though she knew she had not turned her torso. She looked down the length of her body and saw that the feeling was wrong, and everything was aligned as it should be. But what should have provided reassurance provoked distress instead because what she saw was at odds with what she felt—and what she felt seemed so extreme she thought her back should be broken and ankles facing front. Gracie was scared. She tried to lean back in hopes of extricating herself from the compartment. Her sense of the working of her musculature was so discombobulated she instead torqued forward and pulled on the stairs above her, turning to face upwards, which was immediately, unmistakably down as soon as her body had passed through the portal.

She slipped forward and smacked her wrist on another step. Her other hand shot out to keep her from falling further, and she dropped the flashlight. It tumbled down a few steps before rolling out of sight, dropping through a gap where the vertical slat should have been. She looked back (and up—as though up the stairs, which should have been down, according to the bearings her mind clung to) but could not see into her house. The only light behind her was a faint slit beneath a door at what must have been the top of the staircase—a staircase she now recognized by feel as being altogether different from hers. She considered that the underside of the stairs might not feel the same, but she was sure the cut was coarser, the planks thicker, and the wood different. She curled her fingers around the front edge and felt neither rounded lip nor vertical board. She was quite sure she lay sprawled on the cellar stairs of a different house.

She tried to get her feet under her by easing her hips around the side. Her breath caught in her throat when her leg slipped, and her buttocks slid hard down a step. She listened but heard no reaction from above. She wasn’t sure whether it was essential to be silent or not, but she couldn’t very well explain her presence there, and with no knowledge of the house’s occupants, she had no way to gauge their reaction to her invasion. She squirmed into a seated position and at last felt some sense of physical stability. Her thoughts were not as steady.

She decided she needed to find her flashlight. She rationalized that if she’d come in— whatever way she had come in—then she could go back out again. As she sat, her eyes adjusted a little. It was late in the day but not yet dark. She realized there was some small amount of sun illuminating the room, though the light was terribly dim. She could barely make out the outlines of narrow windows beneath the floor joists—windows made opaque with black paint.

She stepped gingerly down the last few steps to the floor. She could barely see, but she had at least some sense of open space at the foot of the stairs. She turned around beside them, keeping one hand on the staircase, and knelt to reach underneath. The floor was cool cement, suggesting an unfinished basement. Gracie felt a moment of delighted relief when, after only a few seconds, she found her flashlight; a moment repeated when it flared to life.

The basement opened to the right of the stairs and continued back behind them. Gracie swept the cone of light over a workbench running the length of the wall in front of her. Well-worn carpentry and landscaping tools cluttered the rough workbench and hung from hooks on a dirty white pegboard behind it. Large sheets of curling paper covered a long table sitting parallel to the workbench. Gracie stepped closer to see what was on them. Sifting through, she saw on each sheet a hand-drawn rendering of some sort of contraption accompanied by smaller, detailed insets of construction phases and operating instructions. Only a few scrawled, nearly illegible words were paired with each machine, and at first glance, Gracie thought she could never derive the mechanics involved from the drawings. But she soon understood how uncomplicated they were—though clever, too, in their simple utility and balance; she might have called the designs “elegant” if such a word hadn’t seemed at odds with such boxy and artless forms. She identified a short cabinet whose door opened upward to become a table, supported by a shelf that swung out to reveal another narrow shelf behind it. Another drawing showed a bar stool with interlocking legs that collapsed flat when a latch was released, and the seat turned clockwise. There were many others, including some whose purpose was unclear, but none whose operation was complex enough to require arrows on the dashed lines to indicate the direction of motion.

On the other side of the table were stacks and piles of building supplies, as well as several partial contraptions (whether in-progress or abandoned, Gracie couldn’t guess). She was about to consider how to leave the basement when something on the back wall caught her eye, making her pause—what had seemed like a pointless exploration suddenly demanded a closer look. She navigated through the wood and metal skeletons on the floor to get closer.

As she suspected, a map was tacked to the wall. What interested her was the wealth of notes pinned to it and the tracks of yarn tied between them. The collage was so dense that the parchment underneath could not be identified as a map of the city until she stood before it. The strings came together in a mass in the northeast quadrant. The location meant nothing to her, but Gracie guessed she stood at its center. Many of the notes pinned to the map looked as though they had been there for years. Most read “open” or “closed,” though some which read “open” had the addendum “locked” (Gracie wondered at the distinction), while others had a large “X” or some other scribble bleeding into the fading paper.

A sudden dread came over Gracie. A chill caressed her skin. She moved the light, following a red thread, tracing its course to a terminal pin stuck in the map right where her house would be.

A crisp red square emblazoned with black ink noted, “Open – locked – lost key.”

Gracie gasped and staggered backwards. Her heel hit a board, and she bumped into one of the unfinished forms. It began to topple. Gracie’s arm shot out as she squatted, and she managed to grab a two-by-four crossbar right before the entire thing crashed to the floor. As her breath whistled through her teeth, Gracie gently lowered the board to the cement.

She listened. She listened for a full minute but heard no sound in the house. As she waited, understanding came to her: She had come through a corridor between the houses. Somehow. It was impossible; she knew that. But the impossibility didn’t matter. What mattered was both the reality of the passage and, more alarmingly, its condition of being known.

“OK,” she whispered, trying to calm herself with the sound of her own voice. “Yes. It’s there. I’m here. So—how do I get back?”

She flashed the beam back at the stairs to confirm what she already knew: the steps only had support on the sides; there were no vertical slats. It seemed unlikely—even allowing for the unfounded expectation that the gate of the return portal should match form with hers—that she could return through her exit.

“Well, I can take a damn taxi if I can just get out.”

Again, she listened. Again, she heard no sound of movement overhead.

“Windows first, though,” she murmured optimistically.

And then she noticed the other door, in the back corner behind the stairs. She bit her lip. Was it possible there were steps leading up to a storm cellar door on the other side?

She crossed to the brown metal door. The handle turned smoothly.

She had hoped to spy a sliver of light promising escape, but she saw there was no exit besides the door through which she’d entered. And though what she saw inside made her want to turn and run right back out again, she found she could not. Mystery beckoned.

The focus of the room was the altar on the broad table set against the far wall. In its basic form, it was not so different from a residential shrine a devout Catholic or Buddhist might erect for themselves: It was low at the sides and rose to the middle; ornamental scrolling adorned the frame surrounding the central figure; partially melted candles played sentinel in staggered lines on the stained wood. The figure to which the altar was consecrated was not one likely to be encountered in a suburban American home, however. If in fact, as Gracie thought, the two-faced idol truly did represent Janus. She had never seen the Greek god represented as smooth-chinned and blank-eyed and carved from obsidian.

Her attention drifted to another table, much like the one in the main room, likewise covered with large designs on curling paper. But while these drawings also depicted simple machines, their functions were inscrutable, and the annotations far removed from the pithy scrawls on the other plans. These notes included complex mathematical formulas. Although Gracie remembered little of higher-level algebra, she guessed that many of the figures in the formulas had never been used in classical physics or any other accepted field of science. Even tracing the curves of some of the symbols filled her with alien dread, as though instinct recognized the forbidden and the arcane.

Gracie awoke to her situation. She shook herself from the grip of curiosity with the epiphany that the answers which might explain the riddles before her were ones she would not want to know. She turned to leave. She stumbled as she kicked a large clod of dirt. She shone her light down on the floor. The four low, oblong mounds implied only one possibility.

Gracie whimpered and trembled. She grasped her flashlight with both hands. She knew she had no chance of keeping it steady, but she was terrified she might drop it and be plunged once more into darkness. She went back out into the main room and looked at the windows. Despite the nearly opaque black paint, with her eyes better adjusted to the gloom, she now easily identified the bars on the other side.

She looked up the staircase. It seemed impossibly long, and she found herself wishing she never needed to climb it—and wishing she were already at the top. She crept up the steps. With each creak of a bowing plank, she paused to listen. Nothing. Creep. Creak. Silence. Creep. Creak.

Silence.

At last, she was at the top. And again, she wished twofold that the door was unlocked and that it wasn’t. It was. She cracked the door and put her eye to the tiniest gap. The house was deeply shadowed, dark enough to merit electrical light, but none was turned on. The hinges ticked with each inch of aperture.

She stepped out into a hall. The house was like any other clean, middle-class, century-old two-story. Gracie saw the front door at the end of the hall, beyond the foot of a flight of stairs. Her pounding heart urged her to dash for it, but she tiptoed instead, her head on a swivel, listening for any sound. Past the stairs, the hall opened into the living room. Gracie craned her neck to scan the shadowed corners. Mere steps from the door, she paused. On the mantle over the fireplace sat a family photo. She cursed herself but did not resist the pull. She crept behind a sofa and crossed a corded rug.

She had known before she picked it up. But the photo indicated an existence so discordantly unexceptional that she couldn’t help shaking her head in disbelief even as she gazed at the broad forehead and crooked nose of pater Millett standing behind his wife and daughters. As she went to set the portrait back down, she noticed the familiar-looking key that it hid.

Headlights swept across the room. Gracie yelped and ducked. A car pulled into the drive. She went back to the hall but realized she could no longer leave through the front. As she turned, she wondered if the property had a fenced-in backyard. And then she saw the tiny hole beneath the lip of the fifth stair.

She fumbled her own key out of her pocket, catching it but dropping her flashlight. She heard something crack, and the light went out. She picked it up with one hand as she miraculously fitted the key on her first attempt with the other. But the key wouldn’t turn. She heard a car door slam. She scrambled across the living room, knocked the happy family out of the way, and snatched up the hidden key. Another car door slammed. She heard voices coming up the drive as she hurried back to the stairs. The key turning in the lock answered an unspoken prayer. She collapsed the stairs hurriedly. She dove into the dark. She realized she didn’t know how they closed from inside—the button was outside. She heard laughter just outside the front door. Her fingers scratched at the planks. It seemed the wrong way to do it, but she forced them up into place. And she heard the turn of the latch in the front door just as she fitted the last slat.

She didn’t feel as upside down as she had expected. Nor was she in total blackness. She turned and saw the familiar landing of her own refurbished house. She crawled out on skinned knees, and, in a single motion, leapt to her feet, turned, and pressed the button to snap the stairs back into place. She lunged and smacked the final panel flat.

She sat in her living room in the dark for hours, listening to the quiet of her own house, trying to convince herself it was her quiet, inviolate. She deliberated: what had she truly seen? Perhaps nothing. No, of course, not nothing—she had followed an impossible portal to an occult workroom where bodies might lie buried beneath the floor. Where there might be bodies buried in the floor. There had been nothing else to suggest malevolency—if the figure in the shrine was Janus. But even then: What God has not had evil done in his name? At one point, Gracie even chastised herself for not being braver and investigating the strange papers in the dark back room more thoroughly. She wondered why, of all the possible connections indicated by Millett’s map, she had returned home. Was it simply because it was where she wanted to go? Eventually, she realized she was exhausted. She told herself the uneventful passage of hours proved that even if he had known someone had been in his house, Millett, whatever his intentions, must not have known who it was. Her flashlight was still in her hand, so she tried to turn it on, but the bulb wouldn’t light. After she’d found a switch on the wall, she discovered a shard missing from the broken lens.

Her bedroom beckoned, but she was almost afraid to walk up her own stairs, as though they might open and swallow her. She upbraided herself for the hesitation, stomped up defiantly, marched straight through, slammed the door behind her, and didn’t bother to change before she collapsed onto her mattress.

But tired as she was, Gracie could not fall asleep. She continued listening. Her fingers were cutting into her palms as though missing something to hold. She remembered the key and retrieved it once more from her pocket. She clutched it tightly and seemed to derive some relief from holding it, considering it, identifying it.

The strange key.

The key to the lock in the stairs.

The key to the lock she’d forgotten to lock.

At the first creak, she told herself old houses settle. After the second, she told herself that even refurbished old houses settle.

But, because the tight seal on her new windows shut out all the old drafts, she could not account for the sound of breathing outside her bedroom door.

Her phone lay on her bedside table. Any requested aid would never arrive in time, but she grabbed it anyway as she sprang from her bed. Then she dashed to the door—not to lock it, but to go through. For, contrary to convention, but in consideration of just such a need, Gracie had affected a renovation of her own when she’d moved the hinges to the outside of her door so it would swing open, and if necessary, knock any hostile situated there down the stairs into a (hopefully) broken heap, leaving Gracie to rush down the hall to her studio at the front of the house, with its window access to the porch roof and the (hopefully) cushy lawn below. And if no one was there, then—well, she always reasoned it was better to be embarrassed than endangered.

She wasn’t embarrassed. She shouldered the door open and smacked into a resisting body, which, as planned, fell back. But she could never have expected the abrupt pivot in gravity that accompanied her egress from her bedroom. The figure outside her door fell, but it did not tumble down the stairs—it tumbled down the angled ceiling before crashing flat against the front door.

Only the instinct to squeeze kept Gracie from falling on top of him. She dropped her phone, then heard it clatter far below. Though she couldn’t keep hold of the doorknob, she did so long enough for her legs to swing beneath her and to angle her descent towards the railing. She banged against it, grabbed, lost her grip, grabbed again, and held halfway down the balustrade.

She looked down and saw a man limply squirming, trying to claw his way back from senselessness. With only the bleed from the porchlight illuminating his face, it was still possible to identify Millett, though some trick of the shadow produced a strange after-image as he turned his head from side to side, a second, smooth face of obsidian offset from the features of flesh; it disappeared when Gracie tried to see it, but flickered into view after she blinked, and it pulled from the corner of her eye when she glanced away.

As she expected, the passage beneath the stairs was open.

Gracie briefly considered trying to climb up the railing. She could then crawl along the wall to her “escape hatch” window—with the hope that whatever phenomenon upsetting the pull of gravity was confined to her house. But she was angry. Her sense of ownership reared; intrusion had broken the truce between home and world, and she felt compelled to fight back, to restore her sense of security. For Gracie, that meant eliminating the threat—not just the man, but the mechanism as well.

She clambered down the balustrade, careful to keep her weight distributed amongst protesting spindles. When her shoulders were parallel to the top of the opening, she opened her body towards the wall and ducked under the step. She groped in the dark and propped her forearm across the first panel between steps, praying it would hold when she shifted to it. She contorted to slide her other hand under the stairs and folded her fingers around the next plateau. She let her first leg dangle into open space. Then the second. And just as she began to pull herself up, she felt two hands grip and pull on her toes.

She shrieked and kicked, got one leg free, tried to heft herself up, but couldn’t. She kicked at the fingers clutching her foot and felt them drop away. She got her other forearm flat on the next panel above and crawled upwards—until she tumbled backwards down the cellar stairs in Millet’s house. Her wrists and knees took the brunt of the impact on the concrete floor. Her arms and legs throbbed and wouldn’t obey her orders. But she pushed through the pain and forced her feet under her, and though new stings shot through her as she pulled herself upright, she stood.

The stairs were empty; she stared at the closed door at the top. Fortunately, a light was on over the workbench along the wall, or else Gracie would have found herself trapped in darkness.

She stumbled through the clutter, kicking carefully, worried she might not have the strength to stand if she fell again. She paused at the thread-webbed map. She clutched two handfuls of layered skeins and pulled. She felt great satisfaction tossing the torn map and rumpled, multicolored mass to the floor, though she knew the act was only preliminary to victory. She had no reason to believe her course would affect the change she hoped for, but she pursued it with desperate certainty. She opened the brown metal door and entered.

There was little light to see by, but enough to recall the basic layout. She ignored the four mounds of dirt and the arcana-strewn table. She crossed to the altar. She grabbed the black, two-faced totem by its base. She was surprised by how cold it felt, but not by how heavy it was. As she brought it up over her head, she uttered a two-word prayer that the thing wasn’t shatterproof. She lunged forward as she brought the totem down with all her strength against the wall. She could barely see the separation, but the telling crack! heralded success—a sound followed almost immediately by a scream.

Gracie whirled around. The man’s scream had come from the basement. Knowing she had no other means of escape, Gracie brandished the stunted rock base in front of her and went back into the main room.

She heard a horrid wheezing and then saw a hand slapping the floor near the foot of the stairs. Thinking it might be her once chance to strike a blow before Millett recovered, she rushed towards him, ready to slam the base against his head.

Instead, she dropped the rock on the floor and gasped. There would be no need to pummel her adversary. Millett had already stopped moving, stopped breathing. The loss of blood from where his legs were cleanly shorn just above the knees had killed him; blood now dripping from stair to stair to pool around Millett’s torso.

She’d closed the door on him. “Honey, are you OK?”

The woman’s voice came from the other side of the door at the top of the cellar stairs.

For a moment, Gracie didn’t know what to do. There was no other exit. She’d dropped her phone when she flew out of her bedroom.

But Mrs. Millett didn’t know that.

“I’ve already called the cops,” she bluffed. “They’re on their way!”

Gracie almost hoped to hear confusion or alarm, to have the door swing open and see the widow Millett there, wide-eyed with horror at the sight of her mauled husband. That somehow she didn’t know what had been happening in her house. That maybe she wasn’t some other thing masquerading as one of the four victims buried in the other room. Though Gracie might never know the answer exactly, she knew something was wrong when no challenge was forthcoming. Instead, after a few moments, she heard low voices murmuring excitedly and a rush of motion. She traced the squawking of floorboards overhead, wondering if the gathering of  daughters was for reinforcements or exodus. Then the front door opened and shut. Gracie heard the car engine roar to life, followed by a squeal of tires. She exhaled.

She looked at the base of the totem on the floor. She wondered what had caused gravity to go mad at the instant she’d opened her bedroom door. Perhaps she was right about Janus—and perhaps an old god from a faded pantheon had interceded, that the barest memory of a ghost of a god had flared with anger at his despoiled legacy and the abuse of his totem’s power, tasking Gracie with its destruction (that clear inspiration of the rightness of action) even if it meant extinguishing the last of his deific might in the world. Maybe. Just then, Gracie wasn’t too focused on the specifics (and any inscrutable motivation). There was her world to think of, and her house to tend. And good or bad, she was determined to allow in only the invited.

She wiped down the black rock and tried to remember if her fingerprints might appear anywhere else in the house. Yes—the doorknob and the photograph upstairs. Easily dealt with. Back home, disposing of Millett’s severed legs would be a more involved and gruesome task, as she could no longer simply chuck them through the portal to decay with the rest of his body. Gracie hoped any bloodstains could be confined to the secret room beneath the stairs, a space she planned to lock away and never revisit. As there was plenty of work still to be done on the rest of the house, she thought it needn’t concern her.
Snare for a Small Eclipse

Berenger emerged into stratus-filtered sunlight between pylons of shaggy spruce, tousling his brown mop in a futile effort to banish the throbbing underneath. He paid no mind to the permanent baby flesh gut jiggling over his unbuttoned shorts. His compatriots lounged on folding chairs beside the expended fire pit further up the embankment.

“Who is this pallid salamander drawing near, disgorged by Pongukopa or the mythic bloated sturgeon named thereafter?” jeered Osmund. “Sir, have you been spit ashore?”

“That’s not the name of the lake,” Tavis said to Osmund, and then asked Berenger, “Jesus, aren’t you cold?” Though the day was unseasonably mild, the chill of a New England spring morning persisted.

Berenger acknowledged the condition with a thumbs-up and said, “Just as I should be, for I was asleep on the pier with the pale negotiator.”

Tavis rubbed his eyes with his thumb and middle finger and pinched the bridge of his nose. “What does that mean?”

Osmund answered, “It means our boon companion there is too well-educated for a proper morn’s regret.”

Tavis’s confusion endured, but he decided against further inquiry. Instead, as Berenger staggered to a halt near the tamped, bald circle, he said, “I made coffee.”

Berenger began to shake his head, immediately thought better of it, and motioned limply towards Osmund. “Instead: Cerberus!” he commanded.

Osmund fished a hand into an open cooler next to his chair. Agitated by his circling wrist, the last, winnowed cubes clicked against each other in the ash-peppered water. He brought forth a can and tossed it to Berenger before plucking another for himself. They snapped the tabs in unison.

“Ah.” Tavis rolled his eyes. “Hair of the dog,” he muttered. “Got it.”

“And did you settle on a price?” Osmund asked.

“Yesterday evening, sir. Did you forget? But good scorpions three, we held true to our nature: the crossing was doomed from the start. Soon we twitched our last dances, quick spasms, then rest in the dark of the murky, cold lake.”

Osmund wavered as he stood. “Alas, what else is left to say, my friend?”

They clanked cans together, shouted, “Our revels now are ended!” and drained the toast.

“Finally,” Tavis breathed.

Osmund grimaced after he swallowed. “What a terrible idea. Mornings are for mimosas.” He dropped the half-empty can back into the cooler and then wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his peony-embroidered kimono robe. “Well, if we’re already dead, I guess there’s no reason to bother going to Canada, is there?”

Tavis started. “Now hold on,” he said. He knew Osmund was kidding but had learned the hard way that a jest unchallenged often took hold.

“Relax, Lovelornio,” Osmund said. “We’ll make sure you get there to hit it!” The last syllables were accented with a sudden feint towards Tavis’s crotch.

Tavis flinched forward to cover, spilling coffee on his leg. “Fuck!”

“The very same,” Osmund affirmed. As Tavis searched for something with which to dab the splotch on his blue jeans, Osmund said, “Silly boy. You should know I would never endanger such a proud specimen as that majestic oak, that daily elm.”

“Daily elm?” Berenger asked.

“It rises with the morning.”

Tavis said, “I thought we agreed to keep our eyes to ourselves.”

“The thing is a damned sundial alarm clock,” Osmund replied as he sat down again. “Our freshman year, I knew to wake when shadowed dong passed o’er my face!”

Berenger raised a hand in protest and sputtered, “No more; I’m spent.”

Finding nothing to sponge the coffee, Tavis sank back into his chair. “I really should make more of an effort to find friends in my concentration,” he said.

“You’ve no future there,” Osmund jibed. “Psychology majors don’t make friends; they cultivate future estrangements. What you should do is make every effort to have been born rich; then you could be as entertaining and useless as Berenger and I.”

Tavis stared into his cup. “A bit late for that, don’t you think?”

“Don’t blame me; you’re the one submitting to the laws of physics.” Osmund tapped his chin. “We could do with a composer, I think. Tell you what.” He leaned towards Tavis. “If you change your major to music and become a composer, Berenger and I will be your patrons for as long as our fathers don’t discover how we spend our money. What say you?”

Berenger noted Tavis’s mild annoyance and said, “Come now, Osmund. We must respect the self-made man.” Knowing an unsolicited defense would sound as patronizing as Osmund’s provocation, he added, “I’m sure we will all prove useless in equal measure.”

Osmund slouched and sighed. “There’s no destroying some people.”

“Should we get going?” Tavis suggested.

*
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THE COMPACT CROSSOVER was Berenger’s, but to his liking, he leaned against the door behind Osmund and stretched his legs across the back seat. Tavis drove. Tall, thin trees encroached near the two-lane highway; green sprouts knobbed the higher branches; pink-white petals drifted in twos and threes from somewhere.

Berenger raised the silver flask resting on his gut in appreciation and observed, “Wherever we are certainly is beautiful this time of year.”

“Careful, or Osmund will favor us with a poem,” Tavis cautioned.

“Hm? Christ, no. We’re on vacation,” replied Osmund. He continued to watch the scenery pass. After a few seconds, he said, “Bouillon.”

Berenger grunted in agreement.

The name had nothing to do with the road, the forest, or New Hampshire; Tavis recognized it solely as a reference he could not share, an allusion to a trip he did not take.

Berenger snapped his fingers. “That’s what is needed: a patisserie.”

“Wasn’t breakfast enough?” asked Tavis.

“Was Macedon enough for Alexander? If I must have ambition, let it be only that I am never satisfied.”

“Well,” Tavis said, “best wishes.”

He looked in the rearview mirror and saw Berenger twirl a wrist in lazy gratitude.

Osmund propped a foot on the dashboard. “I’ve been thinking.”

“Now, there’s an invitation to disaster,” Berenger commented.

“Exactly: Here we are, two over-entitled bons vivants accompanying a handsome, likable dullard on a spring-break road trip through the back-country forest—shouldn’t something awful happen to us?”

“Buuuuuuuuuhhhhh... Me don’t know,” Tavis blurted. “But, yes, probably. To you, at least.”

Unperturbed, Osmund went on, “Such woods as these are incomplete without a darksome tale of a mysterious creature of unreliable report, glimpsed only in blurry photos—a creature like the legendary ‘Canadian Girlfriend.’ Of course, sustained interest in just such an elusive being relies on the tepid truth remaining undiscovered. One is meant to allude to a Canadian girlfriend, not actually have one.” He looked at Tavis. “You realize that you are violating the natural order of things.”

“Now you sound like your father,” Tavis replied. The corner of his mouth facing away from Osmund curled up. He so rarely got one in on his quicker companions. He knew not to betray his triumph.

“Oh-ho!” Osmund exclaimed. “The day has come, Berenger! Our brave squire has hefted his wit with two brute hands and spilled hot blood at last!” He paused for embellishment, and when none was forthcoming, further prompted, “Eh?” and then, “Berenger?”

He squirmed to rotate on the leather. He expected to see Berenger’s thick calves wobbling on the seat, jostled by bumps in the roadway. But his friend’s legs did not rest there as expected. After a quick, ungraceful contortion, Osmund faced the rear of the vehicle. The back seat was empty. He leaned on the center console box and craned to confirm the floor was similarly unoccupied.

“Berenger?” He called. “Have you gone into hiding?”—in reference to the ample but overstuffed storage area. That the pudgy man had climbed over the seat and dug his way through the luggage without the other passengers noticing seemed incredible, but to Osmund it was the only possible explanation. Nevertheless, a clear note of panic sounded when he shouted his friend’s name again.

“What the hell is he doing?” Tavis asked. He glanced in the rearview mirror. He saw Berenger sitting upright behind the driver’s seat. His familiar, untroubled grin held under baggy eyes staring forward blankly. To Osmund: “What are you yelling about?”

“Stop the car,” he gasped. “Something’s wrong. Berenger’s gone.”

Tavis laughed. He looked again in the mirror to confirm the ruse. “Um, not much of a trick, bro.”

“Berenger! Come out, dammit!” Osmund quickly reviewed his memory, and though he’d paid little mind to packing, decided emphatically that every parcel was just as it had been loaded that morning. It was unlikely Berenger could hide in the back at all, but impossible that he could do so without shifting the poorly managed mass. “Tavis, stop the car!” he commanded as he grabbed the driver’s shoulder.

“What are you...?” He looked at Osmund, saw the inexplicable fear there. He sighed exasperatedly. They were alone on the road, ahead and oncoming; he glanced once more to check for traffic behind—past his friend’s lopsided but steady smile—and pulled off to the side. He put the car in park, gave Osmund a scornful look, and then swiveled in his seat to confront Berenger. “Now, what the hell immature bullsh-?”

The back seat was empty. Tavis jerked his head around and felt the hot pop of neck muscles in disagreement. He cursed as he grabbed the rearview mirror. He angled it to face directly behind the driver’s seat—but saw no one there. He blinked in confusion. He turned around again as the passenger’s side rear door sprang open.

Osmund pounced into the backseat. He squeezed the headrest to his chest and looked into the back. Frantic arms plunged into the luggage and sent it tumbling over itself, a slow froth of shushing canvas. He extricated himself and leapt out again, crossed to the back, and pulled on the locked handle.

“Open the damn trunk!” he shouted.

Tavis followed instructions and pressed the button, unsure whether to continue protesting this prank whose punchline he couldn’t yet fathom, or to be calm and helpful, or to be scared and useless. And realizing he was being useless, he recognized he was scared. Why, he could not say. If they weren’t laughing at his expense, then everything was fine—because they would all soon be sharing a laugh about the misunderstanding, and Osmund would take a hell of a ribbing for his hysterics. He checked for oncoming traffic before he exited the vehicle. Yes, he was calm now. He could be helpful now.

He got out, opened the rear door, and saw without obstruction through the other open door. He bent to look underneath the seats (despite the obviously insufficient clearance for a grown man) and then proceeded to the back. Perhaps he would have been angry about having their supplies strewn by the side of the road if he didn’t grasp the unfortunate reality presented by the now empty car: Berenger had disappeared. He gazed up the gentle rise beside the road, through the multitude of silent spires, but saw nothing unusual. Only after his inspection was complete did he think to look at his other friend.

Osmund’s chest was heaving from his frantic efforts; his breath whistled through his teeth. His eyes were wide with disbelief at the other’s composure. Contrary to his appearance,

Travis was also unnerved—enough to ask guilelessly the only available question, inane as it might be: “Where did he go?”

Osmund gaped at him, blinked repeatedly, and shook his hands at the clutter on the ground, as if its mere presence should convey some hidden meaning. But, as distraught as he was, he knew that to ask, how should I know? would be just as common, and just as unanswerable. So, he stayed mute as he approximated frenzied ‘jazz hands’ under a dismayed countenance.

Though the logical answer seemed clearly wrong, it provided the only course for further investigation. “He must have got out without our noticing,” Tavis said, “somehow.”

Osmund, provided with the opportunity to disagree constructively, to address the situation as read rather than its implications, exhaled with relief. “We’d have heard him,” he said. “It’s impossible. None of the windows was open. We’d have felt it!”

Tavis nodded. “It does seem unlikely.”

Osmund seethed. “How can you be calm about this?”

“I’m not,” Tavis said blandly. He shrugged. “I just don’t know what else to do.” He bent and began to collect their bags. “Look, if he was in there, and then he wasn’t, then he must have got out—I know, he couldn’t have exited in the usual manner
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