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Act 1

A Gamble with God
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Have you driven long?

No. I don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention to the time. Mostly I was trying to get miles on the day. As many of them as I could pile on. And when I got tired, I stopped.

It’s good that you’re thinking about safety.

It’s all I’ve thought about for weeks now. Safety is a funny thing. When you have it, you hardly even notice. And the moment it’s gone, it’s all you can think about. But we don’t need to go into all that. This seems like a nice place.

We take a certain pride.

I can see, I can see. And these portraits. Who are they?

Some are old family. So old that I do not know their names. Others are not family. This way, please.

Sure. I’ll tell you. I hadn’t traveled for years. “We need to take a vacation one of these days.” That’s what Sharon kept saying. Before she. Before. She was always talking about a vacation. And now here I suppose I’m on a vacation, of a kind. And I’m all by myself.

Please watch your step. The rug curls up here.

Thanks. I would have tripped for sure. I’m very— Ah! Well, see? You warned me, I was looking at it, and somehow, I tripped anyway. That’s me in a nutshell. Sharon always said, “Someday you’ll die falling down the stairs and they’ll blame me.” Just like that guy, what was his name? Do you know who I mean?

I know who you mean.

Exactly. Just like that guy. Only I don’t suppose they’d believe it, a woman murdering her husband, quite as readily as they’d believe the other way around. Not how the story usually goes. I think it was counting on that.

I’m sorry?

I’m just rambling. Please don’t listen to me. I was driving longer than I thought. My brain feels like soup. And all I can think about is Sharon when I’m not with her. We’ve been together for twenty years last week, can you believe it? Twenty good years. Or, not always good. But solid. Stable. A well-built bridge over a cold and deep river. That’s any good relationship in this terrible world.

We met— Do you mind if I tell you about Sharon? Sometimes it helps to say it out loud. When I talk about her, it’s like she’s here.

Talk away. Your room is a bit of a hike from here, I’m afraid, so we have the time.

This place is bigger than it looks, huh? I’ve already lost track of the turns we’ve taken. I hope I’ll be able to find my way out again. Ha ha!

Sharon and I met on our last day of college. I don’t know how we had never seen each other before that day. We went to a small liberal arts college in Ohio. Nothing but farms and bored townies nearby, so students mostly socialized on campus. Dorm room parties, that kind of thing. Everyone on campus knew everyone. We were all in each other’s business. The worst kind of small town, you understand?

But here it is, graduation, and I see this beautiful girl who I do not recognize at all. And she sees me. And we both have the same reaction, which is “Wait, who the hell are you?” Not, I suppose, the most romantic first glance, not the kind of thing you’d tell the kids, but an honest one. We were immediately curious about each other, and that’s as good a start as any.

We get to talking, and, sure enough, we’ve both gone to that school for four years, know all the same people that everyone knows, even took some of the same classes although apparently not at the same time. And yet we completely avoided seeing each other until then. A magic trick by God.

Our conversation at the ceremony turns into a conversation at the party, and then at the bar after the party. The two of us had run out of things to say to everyone else on campus after four years of close proximity. By the end of the night, I was already feeling that strange beat your heart does when it’s preparing to fall in love. A sort of pre-love, a warning that your brain is about to be chemically turned upside down. Years later she would tell me that she wasn’t feeling the same way I had been, not yet, but sure, she was feeling horny. Still, she didn’t invite me back to her place, mostly because she shared it with at least one ex of mine, and anyway, she wanted to test the luck that had first kept us so improbably apart and then brought us together with such strange timing. She was asking fate for an encore.

“I’m not giving you my number,” she said. “But I think we’ll find each other again.” Then she leaned in and kissed me for a long time, and, even though I’d had hundreds of kisses by then, that was my first real kiss, you know? The first one that felt like it mattered. And she said, “Or at least I sure hope we do,” and then she was gone.

Strange way to act, if you don’t mind me saying.

Yes, it was strange. But it was sexy too. The risk involved, in holding that first fragile spark of love and then letting it go, find out if it will kindle on its own. I could see the appeal.

Sounds like you did find her again.

Would you believe it took two years? I thought for sure I would run into her again within a day or two, and then when that didn’t happen, I took to walking around town, trying to cover as much territory as possible, studying the faces of passersby. But it was never her. And, at the end of the month, I moved back to Nevada, and then from there to San Francisco. I still felt a little pang when I thought about her, but I understood that too much time had passed and she was just going to be one of those regrets that every person seemed to accumulate over the years.

I settled into a temporary kind of adult life. The kind you have in your early twenties, when everything is an improvisation and you’re waiting for the real thing to arrive. Before you realize that your whole life will be an improvisation. That the real thing never arrives, it’s just pieced together in retrospect from split-second decisions often made without a great deal of forethought or care.

Do you mind if we sit? It feels like we’ve been walking for hours and it’s been a long day. There’s this chair here.

Not that chair. That one’s a little … funny at times. But please, the chair by the fire is very comfortable.

I’m not keeping you from anything am I?

Nothing that I want to be doing. Mostly this time of night is the long hours of waiting. If I’m needed now, it’s because someone has died or something is burning down.

How often does that happen?

How often has the hotel burned down?

Or someone dies. You know. A big nighttime emergency.

Occasionally, I suppose. Get enough people together, and some of them will die once in a while. No avoiding it. And twice.

Twice?

The hotel has burned down twice.

That’s discomfiting information to receive while sitting next to a fire.

Don’t worry. The last time was twenty-five years ago. Fire code has improved since. Don’t put a match to the curtains and there should be no issues. But you were talking about how life is an improvisation?

Sure. It’s all a juggling act and we don’t know how many balls are going to be tossed at us until they’re flying through the air. I worked in a hotel for a while, actually. Never burned down that place. No one died either, not that I knew of. Biggest emergency I had was flooding when someone left the tub running. Then I did paperwork at a cosmetic dentist’s office. Then bookkeeping for a bookstore that went out of business six months later, so maybe that was partly on me. What all the jobs had in common is how transitory they were. I still felt, in some way, like I was walking around that campus, trying to find Sharon. That drifting feeling, searching for something you know you’ll never find. After work, I would eat dinner on the couch, watching some show I didn’t even like that much, just whiling away the hours because what else was I going to do with them?

And then it all changed. Because I ran into Sharon again.

God performed his magic trick a second time. Sharon was in town for a conference. She had gone on to graduate school, all that time I had spent wandering and wondering, she had spent carefully building a future. That was always the difference between us. She could see her goals, knew how to attain them.

At the time I was doing some bartending at a chain restaurant near Fisherman’s Wharf. I had no real training, but the job didn’t require any. The cocktails were frozen packets that you mixed with corporate-mandated measurements of whatever alcohol, almost always vodka. The tips weren’t great, but then, neither was I. Like all of my other jobs, I worked just hard enough to get by. It was a day like any other. I was in the backroom, doing inventory on boxes of straws, and I heard a voice I had only ever heard once before in my life. It was unmistakable to me. I ran out from the back, and there she was.

She saw me immediately. Of course she did, I had come huffing out of the storage room like a runner finishing a race. She was with her friends from the conference, and it felt wrong to approach her surrounded by other people. I suppose she felt the same way, because she flicked her eyes, just enough to let me know she knew exactly who I was, and then she ordered a Sierra Nevada and turned back to her friends. It would have felt cold, but something about the way she did it, I knew that she did not mean it to be a snub. What had happened here was so miraculous, it deserved a reverence that would not have been possible in front of strangers.

And so I went on with my shift as though nothing had happened, and she went on with her lunch as though nothing had happened, until it came time for her to leave, at which point she excused herself, told her friends she would meet them at the hotel, and went toward the back of the restaurant. I waited for her friends to leave, and then I followed. I hoped I was reading her intentions correctly, and, as it turned out, I was.

I don’t know how else to say this. We had sex in one of the bathrooms.

A courtship simultaneously fast and slow.

Yes, exactly.

I can’t imagine your employers would be happy about you using the bathrooms for that purpose. The management here is quite strict about the use of facilities for personal reasons. I received a reprimand once for a nap in an unused room. If I tried to use a room for even more intimate matters, I imagine I would be right out the door.

I had no intention of going back to that job. As soon as I saw her, I knew that a new chapter of my life had begun. I walked out of the bar with her, never came back. She skipped out on her conference. We spent the weekend wandering the city. Even after my years in San Francisco, with her it became a place I did not recognize, a city out of a dream. The sunlight on the water winking at us. The fog lifting its curtain to reveal for us the Bay Bridge, stretching out to Treasure Island and the East Bay beyond. The names of streets lost their meaning for me. We walked a landscape of our own private love. At the end of the weekend, we agreed that I would fly home with her, to Indiana. I had never been to Indiana. Had no idea what was there, but she was there, and so I would be too.

Six months later we were married. A courthouse wedding, just the two of us. It’s not quite that her family did not approve, but certainly they were cautious about me. I was an interloper, inserting myself into her life, unemployed and drifting. A lifetime legal bond with me seemed an outrageous risk from their point of view. My own family was already distant with me. I had stopped speaking to them during my lost years in San Francisco and they had made no attempt to bridge the gap. So I felt no obligation to fill my family in on this newest development.

Instead, I applied myself to building this new life with Sharon. I got a job as a warehouse manager, which led to a promotion to the company office, and then I was running a department. The long, slow tedium of life, and yet I enjoyed it all, because I was with her.

Satisfaction is 90 percent in the company you keep.

And I apologize that you are forced to keep such tedious company at the moment.

Nonsense, sir. It’s nice to chat with someone. We don’t usually get guests during my shift. And the ones that do show up at this time of night are not usually so forthcoming.

I’ve been alone in a car for three days now. I guess I just needed someone to talk to more than I thought. Do you want to sit as well? There’s a chair right there.

No, thank you. That chair … it’s a little funny at times. I’ll stand. You were in Indiana.

I was in Indiana. I won’t bore you with the years passing. Not much happens in Indiana and not much happened in our lives for ten years or so. Despite the drama of our meeting, our marriage was mundane. As mundane as the fusing of two lives can be. I’m not saying it was frictionless. What did we know about each other, really? We were connected not by shared interests or backgrounds but by a magic trick we had inadvertently performed together. And so there was a long adjustment. All of the hard lessons and compromises that, these days, are usually done before the wedding, we had to do after. It wasn’t always easy. But it was easy more than it wasn’t. That was the key. Even in the worst moments, I wanted to be with her more than I didn’t. Sometimes it’s as simple as that.

There is nothing simple about that, I think.

Perhaps you’re right.

In any case, ten years in, all of our discoveries were behind us, and we had settled into the long drift of the rest of our lives. I make it sound boring but in fact I relished every minute of it. I am not one that seeks out excitement. A life of quiet comfort, to me, sounded ideal. But of course, all of that is gone now.

I admit I am curious to hear how you went from that quiet comfort to a nighttime arrival at this remote hotel, sad as I’m sure the story may be.
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It started so small that I hardly noted it. That’s the danger of it. Of the nudge. You don’t notice it at first. The first sign I remember is when I found Sharon standing in the hallway, her nose an inch from the wall, staring blankly into nothing.

“Honey?” I said, and she turned and smiled at me, and then walked away without explanation. She had zoned out, I reasoned. We all do that sometimes. But I was wrong.

After that, the strange moments continued, always just this side of worrying. I would find her all over the house, staring into corners, but each time she shook it off instantly. “I’m sorry,” she would say, like a formula to warn off evil, “I must have zoned out.” And I would accept her explanation, because I didn’t want to consider the alternative.

What alternative were you considering?

Mental illness, what else? Very early onset dementia, perhaps. There are only so many rational explanations for irrational behaviors.

You thought she might be crazy.

I don’t think anyone is crazy. I think that’s an antiquated word for an antiquated idea. But I do think that our brains are as complex and prone to error as our bodies, and that we have much greater difficulty acknowledging the errors of the mind than the errors of the body. It is terrifying, the idea that something has altered in the shadowed landscape of the mind, in the great continent of thought and self that we pretend is a single, unified human being.

So yes, I thought my wife was changing, in some subtle way that was going to shape our lives from that point forward. I thought about phone calls, about care, about facilities, and then I thought I was getting rashly ahead of myself. Perhaps she was just zoning out more. Perhaps she was just tired.

But then it grew stranger. There was the evening we were having dinner and I asked her to pass me the chicken. She picked up the casserole dish and turned to hand it to me, and then she didn’t seem to be able to let go. Her hands trembled with the effort. Her eyes shown with the strain. A stroke, perhaps. But there was one detail that took me aback, that made me reconsider the situation. Even as she clung to the dish, seemingly unable to let go of it, or respond to her name, she smiled. A wide and wicked smile, mischievous even. Completely out of sync with her desperate eyes. It was like someone or something else was smiling at me with her mouth. It set my heart cold.

Once I had seen it, I would catch that terrible smile every so often, incongruous with the situation around it. A stranger’s smile on the face of the person I knew and loved more than anyone else in the world. I was shaving and she was in the shower and I glanced up and through the fogged mirror I could see she was facing me and smiling. Then I turned and she was bent over, shaving her legs. But I know what I saw. In the middle of the night once, I turned over to find her smiling at me, still completely asleep. Her body was relaxed. Her eyes were closed. Her breathing was steady. And she had that cruel, wide smile on her face, aimed right at me. My heart fluttered. There, in the dark of our marital bedroom, I felt afraid of her. I had never been afraid of her. I did not sleep for the rest of the night.

I cannot imagine. That must have been very upsetting.

Upsetting isn’t the right word. Upsetting is when something bad happens, and a person is able to confront and react to that experience. But I was never sure if anything was happening. It didn’t feel possible, and most of the time she was entirely herself. Sharon, the woman I loved. That made it easy to dismiss.

The design on this mantelpiece is quite unusual.

Ah yes. We rarely get guests in this part of the hotel, so I forgot about the … decorations. I apologize if you find them upsetting.

Was this part of the hotel when it was built?

It wasn’t always a hotel. Many years ago, it was part of the university. And before that, it was a private home. It seems the owner donated it for the academy, and then, when these cramped and strange quarters were deemed no longer suitable for an institution of higher learning, it was placed on the open market. Quite against the terms of the donation, I’m sure. But there was no family left to contest, and so it was bought by the current owner, who transformed it into a hotel. Still, certain details persist from its original role.

And the owner of the house, he is the one who installed this mantelpiece?

She. And yes, she had a fondness for unusual subjects.

Well, it certainly is eye-catching.

Yes. She also had a flair for the dramatic. But tell me more about this change you noticed in Sharon.

But there was so little change! That’s what made it difficult to spot. It crept in only on the margins of her. Her soul was the same sweet Sharon I had met in college. Still, when she moved from strange behaviors to dangerous ones, I could no longer live in the denial.

One night, when it had been her turn to cook dinner, I found a needle in my food. Sharon had always sewed as a hobby. She sometimes even sold cross-stitches online, although I don’t think she ever got that many takers. It was more for the joy of creation than anything. And there, buried in a bowl of pasta, was one of her sewing needles. There was still a little bit of thread hanging from the end, thin and red, like a paper cut.

When I presented it to her, she was genuinely horrified. This was no act. Her eyes showed real shock and horror at what might have happened if I had accidentally put it in my mouth or swallowed it. But one does not just misplace a needle into food. Some part of her had put it there. I realized that my wife was not always in control of her own actions.

My assumption, of course, was some sort of mental health crisis.

Of course.

But when I tried to talk with her about it that night, there was no recognition of what had occurred, nor any sign of the new strangeness in her. It was my old Sharon, exactly as she had always been.
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This can also happen in a mental health crisis.

Yes, I suppose, but I was no expert. I was only a terrified spouse, trying to keep the love of my life from falling into a deep abyss within herself.

It was on the night of the hallway that I started to get my first real sense of the nudge.

The nudge?

I’ll get to that. First let me tell you about the hallway.

It was after ten and Sharon still wasn’t in bed. Which wasn’t like her. Usually, she was in bed by nine, often asleep before nine thirty. Back in college, she assured me, she was just as much of a partier as anyone else, up until four, impervious to hangovers. But by the time I had moved in with her, she had settled into the routine of an early bedtime. She wasn’t much of an early riser either. She liked to do long weekend sleeps every day, and was willing to sacrifice some of her evenings to achieve that.

So it was quite unusual when she didn’t go to bed. I wouldn’t have worried, except, of course, with all the recent changes, any other deviation from routine took on a heavier weight than it otherwise would have.

“Sharon?” I called from bed. Nothing. “Sharon?” I called from the top of the stairs. Nothing.

My heart was really going then, my palms were starting to itch, the way they did when anxiety was coursing through me. I was half-worried that she had fallen, hit her head maybe, was down there bleeding, desperately needing my help. And half-certain that she was waiting for me, whatever new strange version of herself, waiting to ambush me from the dark of this home we had shared for years.

Three steps down. “Sharon?” Another four steps. I should have been rushing, ready to rescue her from whatever harm was preventing her from responding. But I wasn’t. I could hardly bring myself to go down another step on that staircase. I didn’t want to see what was waiting in the hall at the bottom.

Sometimes I get that feeling in this hotel too. Standing on a staircase, suddenly certain that I don’t want to see what’s waiting for me at the end.

What do you do when you get that feeling?

Me? I turn around and walk right back up. I can do whatever errand needed doing later. I trust my instinct more than I trust this old and empty building.

You are wiser than me then.

I finally steeled myself enough to reach the downstairs hall. “Sharon?” I called one final time. And this time she answered me. Not in words, but in a long, hissing exhale. Like a tire going flat, until I could hear the last guttural sounds of her lungs fully emptying. All of this from the darkness at the end of the hall. I put one foot back on the stairs, but I did not retreat. After all, this was my wife. The love of my life. What exactly would I be running from?

And then that question was answered. Because Sharon came toward me down the hallway. She wasn’t walking or even crawling. She was face down on the ground, arms at her sides, and she was slithering. Using her feet to scoot herself along on her stomach, but without lifting her head. Like a corpse that still had a spark of life left in its legs. She didn’t say anything, but I could hear her hard breathing, wet and muffled as her mouth slid along the wood floor.

Astounding.

Terrifying. I screamed. And when I did, Sharon finally raised her face, straining, using just her neck as she slid along. Her face was red and covered in friction burns from the floor, and she had that stranger’s wide smile. Her eyes were flat and empty.

I ran. Not out the front door like I should have, but back up those stairs, and then I slammed the bedroom door. We didn’t even have a lock. I don’t know what safety I expected from it.

For a long time, she did not follow. And then I heard a wet foot on the stair. It sounded like it was made of sponge, or marshy earth. It was not a human foot. I know that. Then eight breathless seconds, and a squish on the next step up. Whatever was making that noise, which was and wasn’t my Sharon, she was climbing up to me. “Stay down there,” I cried. I had my phone in my hand, but who could I call? What would I say if anyone answered? The only person I trusted in this world was Sharon. And she was coming closer to me, one uncanny footstep at a time.

It took three full minutes for her to climb the stairs; she was moving so slowly. I spent the time hyperventilating, and checking the windows, but they were all too high up. I remembered then that Sharon had told me when we had moved in that we would need a ladder for upstairs, in case of emergency. But what emergency could befall us in a quiet little town in Indiana? The quiet had tricked me. I forgot the central truth of history: The present is always quiet right up until the very second it is not.
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So I had no way out of the windows except to jump, and, at that height, a jump would have meant, best case scenario, a broken leg. And I did not believe, in that moment, in best case scenarios. I had no choice but to wait for whatever came through the door.

When the last step was mounted, there was a soft and damp knock, like a wet paintbrush against the door. I was crouching in the corner, eyes shut. Some thought had come to me of weapons for defense, but I did not think I would have it in me to use them against my Sharon, and so I was empty-handed. The door opened.

“Honey?” Her voice was a little dreamy, like when she would talk to me sometimes before falling asleep. She looked completely normal. Only, up her arms, deep red marks. Friction burns from the floor. “What’s wrong, honey?” She came over to me and I flinched, so she stepped back. There was no malice in her eyes. She had no idea what had happened. “Should I call an ambulance?”

“No,” I finally managed, standing up. “No, it was nothing. I thought it was something, but it was nothing. Let’s go to bed.”

She smiled at me. Not the stranger’s smile, her own. “Good idea. I sure am sleepy.” She was out five minutes later, not stirring until morning. I know, because I was awake the whole time, watching her.

Her eyes stayed open a little as she slept, and I knew that there was someone else behind those eyes.

A doppelgänger? I’ve always found stories of changelings chilling.

No, no one had replaced my wife. But there was a fellow traveler. Something had hitched a ride in her head. And that something was doing more and more of the steering.

This is quite a stunning conclusion to come to. People look at me skeptically when I describe the occasional wailing from supposedly empty rooms, voices from doors behind which I know there are no guests. If people have a hard time wrapping their head around an old hotel like this being haunted, it must have required a great amount of belief to think that your wife was haunted.

As you say, it was terribly hard to believe.

But the effects were undeniable. Every day there was less and less of my wife, and more and more of whatever was replacing her. Behind her eyes, in the tremble of her movements, there was a malevolence that did not belong to her. It all would have been enough to make me leave, to make me run, except … when my wife wasn’t being influenced, she was still the same person I had always known, the one I loved more than anything.

So I did the only thing I could think to do. It was the way we had always solved problems as a couple. I talked to her.

I read this book on relationships once. Not because we were having problems, but because it was a subject I’d never had to think about. I stepped backward into the perfect marriage by complete luck, and it occurred to me that maybe as a result of that luck, there were basic life skills I had missed. So I read this book, on how to better be in a relationship. I forget the name. It was just whatever was popular at the time. On the featured bookshelf at the store, you know? And that’s when I realized my real blind spot.

I’d had no idea how many people in marriages hate each other. Or at least don’t like spending time together. The biggest advice in the book? Try to spend at least fifteen minutes a day having a conversation with your spouse that isn’t about chores or other practical matters. It’ll be hard, the book said. But try to make space for casual conversation together.

And I thought, it’ll be hard? All Sharon and I did was talk. The first thought that came through either of our heads, we wanted to sit down and talk about it. We had lost each other for a few years to a reckless gamble with fate, and when we found each other again, it was like we would never have enough time left to say all that we wanted to say.

I have never been married. But I have always enjoyed communicating. Reaching out. Learning about a person. Trying to make them see things my way. I’d like to think that this element of a relationship would be easy for me. But then, we all flatter ourselves that the things we haven’t done would be easy, I suppose.

That next morning, I sat her down at the kitchen table.

“Have you noticed anything unusual lately?” I asked her, forcing myself into heroic understatement with the calmest voice I could muster.

And she looked at me with fear in her eyes, like I had guessed at a secret she hadn’t yet even been able to admit to herself. “I—” she started, and then changed course. “Have you?” she asked, barely a whisper.

I debated whether describing the events would itself trigger another episode, but if I was going to speak to her, then I had to do so fully. So I told her everything, from the beginning. I narrated to her what she had done without apparently remembering. And as I did, she started to shake, tears in her eyes. Because I was narrating a horror story, and, in this horror story, she was the monster.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I do need to ask this. Because what you say is so serious, and I have no memory of any of it.” She put her hand out, a person falling and asking to be caught. “Are you making any of this up? Did all of this happen or are you just trying to make me believe it did?”

“It all happened,” I said, holding her gaze. I was not offended by the question. I understood that her husband gaslighting her was an easier concept to hold than the alternative. “It happened exactly like I told you. I promise.”

She nodded, and I could see her deciding to believe me.

A brave decision, given the circumstances.

Oh, Sharon was courageous.

We found her a therapist. Even though some part of me believed there was a sentient evil force doing this to us, the more likely explanation was something within her brain. We needed a professional who could help return her to herself.

The therapist was named Moses. A sweet older man, perched on his chair like an obscure species of bird. I liked him immediately. Sharon loved him. He felt like a harmless guide through the terrifying landscape of her mind. Together we did our best to impress upon Moses the difficulty of our situation. And he seemed to truly understand.

“Believe it or not,” he said, “yours is not the worst or most worrying case I have encountered.”

What would you imagine had been his worst case?

I am unsure. Perhaps he once treated Ted Bundy. He was old enough.

I shouldn’t joke. He and Sharon clicked well. She started to see him twice a week. Of course, the details of their sessions were private, but it felt important to both Sharon and I that we kept an ongoing conversation about what was happening to us. We both felt, without ever articulating this idea exactly, that the best way to contain whatever was hiding inside her mind was to continually describe it. Like shining a bright light on an animal to keep it frozen.

And so I learned that there were certain episodes in her childhood they were exploring, times in which she felt less than in full control of herself. Not necessarily exact counterpoints of this strange trauma we were enduring, but possible precedents that could point to a diagnosis. More than anything, both of us wanted a diagnosis for her. A name for what haunted us.

Names have power.

Speaking of which, I’m not sure I got yours.

Ah, I apologize, I tend not to introduce myself unless prompted. Some guests wish me to be no more than a cordial luggage cart.

I think that we are something closer to friends now, given what I’ve revealed.

Then my name is Alan. Alan Lloyd.

It is nice to meet you, Alan. How long have you worked at this hotel?

As long as it was a hotel, I suppose. I have always worked in hospitality in some form or another. I’m good with people, I guess.

I had thought I was good with people. I think now that I never understood what people were.

And what are they?

Vessels. And fragile ones at that.

Well.

Sharon continued with her therapy. And even though little breakthrough happened with dear old Moses, I really had begun to think that the worst was behind us. Then came the day of the roof.

A roof is the kind of thing that you never want a day named after.

I came home from the grocery store. I was doing most of the errands at the time. Getting better was Sharon’s only responsibility. She didn’t need to have any worries other than that.

Pulling back into the driveway, I had so fully convinced myself that the issues with Sharon were under professional help that I hardly worried about her. I was worrying about getting the milk inside before it turned, since the drive to the store was a little long. Sharon always went to the big chain store a few blocks away, but as long as I was in charge, I insisted on driving across town to the organic market. Maybe if I hadn’t been away so long, maybe if I had stayed and we had just kept talking and talking, this thing would have remained at bay.

But I didn’t. And it didn’t.

There I was, grocery bags in hand. That tired game of trying to get everything from the car to the house in a single trip. I looked up and Sharon was on the roof, like a strange, oversized weathervane. Her mouth and eyes both wide open, facing east, toward the sun. It must have stung her eyes, the brightness and the wind, but she made no movement.
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“Sharon!” I cried, but she might as well have been a chimney for all she seemed to hear me.

So I went and got a ladder. I have no idea how she got up there without it.

Was it wise, given her previous behavior, to approach her in that state?

She was my wife. I wasn’t going to leave her up there, catatonic, no matter the risk.

I’m not good on ladders. I get nervous on them. Whenever I had to change a lightbulb, I would go up only the minimum number of steps required to reach it, often straining my arms rather than step up any higher. That day, as I climbed to that roof, I became dizzy. Vertigo made the ladder feel like it was swinging wildly back and forth, a schooner in a storm. As soon as I could, I grabbed the roof with both arms and hauled myself up.

“Sharon, please, let me help you,” I said, as I stumbled up toward her. But she wasn’t there. I couldn’t see her anywhere.

The roof had peaks and angles caused by the different floors of the house. So I couldn’t see the whole thing from where I was standing. I edged nervously forward, my cheap sneakers sliding a little on the surprisingly steep incline.

“Sharon?” Nothing. No sign of her. No sound. The roof smelled of hot asphalt and rusty metal. I had never gone up there. I am not a handy person. If there was a problem with the house, I found someone I could pay money to take care of it for me. But there was no one who could take care of this problem, so I kept walking. Ahead of me was the peak of the second floor, which I climbed carefully. If she wasn’t on this side of the roof, then she must have been on the other.

Logical.

Yeah, I thought I was still dealing with the world, not whatever nightmare Sharon and I had found ourselves in.

But god it was high. Every stretch of vertical space has two distinct heights. The height it is when you’re looking up and the height it is when you’re looking down. Even the shortest tree feels towering when your crouched precariously in its branches.

The roof of our second story was unremarkable from the solid footing of our driveway, but up in the precarity of wind and slope, that roof become a precipice. My breath couldn’t make it to my lungs. It circled uselessly in my throat, like a dog about to lie down. I crept to the upper edge of the peak and looked over. All I saw was the steep other side leading to the drop into the backyard. No sign of Sharon.

I’m sure you, who are cannier in the ways of the world, have already seen where this story is going.

The tricky aspect of traps is that they are only ever obvious after one has fallen for them.

That’s kind of you to say. At the time I didn’t put together what had happened, even after I heard the ladder falling. I was a fool, and I hadn’t realized the danger I had been living in.

I heard laughter, and feet pattering away. Or not just feet. The rhythm and the texture of the sound suggested, horribly, that Sharon was running on all fours.

I called out to her, as though there were still someone within her body to call out to. But she did not answer. She had become a creature. And she had left me on that roof. I sat on the edge, looking down at the pavement. A fall of two stories is survivable, of course, but not without injury, unless you have some training on how to fall. I had no training in that field, no special physical skills. The only thing I had was no choice.
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My phone was with the groceries, down below. I tried waving to passing cars, but would I myself have responded if I saw a strange man standing on a roof, waving to me? No, I would have put my head down, driven away, done the sensible thing.

Let me ask, have you ever fallen from a high place?

Once, carrying a room service tray up the stairs. The staircases here are peculiarly steep. Unsafe, not up to code I’m sure, but grandfathered in by some backdoor exchange of bribes. And there I am, carrying a Cobb salad and an order of fries on a big silver tray when my feet don’t meet the step how they expected to, and now me and the salad and the fries are all tumbling together. Somehow I end up sitting down at the bottom of the flight of stairs, completely unhurt, covered in blue cheese and iceberg lettuce.

Well, I was not so lucky. After a few hours of waiting, and calling in vain for Sharon, I jumped. Or I sat down on the edge and did my best to slide off, get my feet as close to the ground as possible before letting go, but I am not a graceful person, and instead I slipped sideways. I still remember that feeling, the free fall, the knowledge that I was about to be hurt, although I didn’t know how bad. I do remember having time to try to twist my body so I wouldn’t land on my head. Which worked, thankfully. Instead, I merely shattered my arm and several ribs and cracked my hip.

I lay stunned, in pain like I had never experienced. My phone was ten feet away, which may as well have been miles. I could hardly think of how I would move.

And I heard a padding sound, like a huge dog was walking toward me, and there, around the corner of the car, came Sharon, on all fours. On her face was a sly grin, like she had played a marvelous trick on me. I didn’t say anything to her. Because she wasn’t herself just then, and I didn’t know what the sound of my voice might provoke her to do.

Slowly, Sharon crawled back behind the car. There were thirty seconds of silence, and then she came running back into sight. Her face was her own again, and when she saw me, she put a hand over her mouth, worried and scared.

“What happened to you?” she kept saying, on the ride to the hospital. She genuinely didn’t seem to know. I didn’t know how to tell her.

A life is full of things we need to say but do not know how.

We should probably get moving. It’s nice to have someone to talk to, but if I stay in this chair any longer, I might fall asleep right here.

If you would prefer to spend the night in one of our chairs, you are welcome to. I would worry about the possibility of neck pain though.

Yeah, I am about twenty years too old to sleep in anything that isn’t a real bed for grown-ups. The days of sleeping on a half-broken futon in the living room of a friend of a friend of a friend are well behind me.

So then, let’s get you to your room to receive your long overdue rest. I know you insisted on carrying your own bag, but I am going to ask again if I may relieve you of that burden.

This was something Sharon was always adamant about. Only bring on a trip what you can carry yourself, and have a hand free to help someone else. Maybe the Sharon I knew isn’t with me anymore, but I try to stick to that idea.

An admirable sentiment, but there is a quirk to the building up ahead. For reasons that are only clear to her, the original owner had the hallway here built … somewhat narrow.

I’m sure I can handle … oh.

Yes, a quirk, as I said. Reasons that are only clear to her. I suppose it is startling if you are not used to it.

Will my bag even fit through there?

I could get a bag twice as big through that hallway, and I have. One simply needs to know how to hold it. A blessing brought through experience. Here, I will handle the luggage. As for you, just turn sideways, and don’t take any large breathes for the next ten feet. Only kidding, of course.

Not kidding by much. Oof. I didn’t think I had claustrophobia, but this has me feeling trapped.

I felt much the same my first few times through. Almost quit over it. You should have seen the fit I had with management. But eventually it just became another inconvenience in a world full of them.

And there’s no other way to my room?

Unfortunately, no. But I do have to say that I am curious how things went after the day of the roof.

Eventually I found it in myself to tell her what had happened. She was horrified. She had already been so worried about my injury, but to find out that some part of herself had caused it. Well, it ruined her, almost as much as it ruined me. Neither of us got out of bed for days. The state of the house, well, we just didn’t talk about it. The mess strewn around us. The mess in our heads. Where had our perfect lives gone?

A question often asked, I’d imagine, although not usually in so dire a circumstance.

We started to ask each other: Is this worth it? Yes, we loved each other. But it was looking more and more like our time together would end in death or injury for us both. Most especially me, by her hand. Our story had begun through some kind of magic. We had thrown ourselves to the whims of chance and the world had brought us back together. And now it seemed like that same world was tearing us apart. The conversations began in earnest on whether divorce was the only thing that would protect both of us.

But neither of us could bring ourselves to be the one to make that decision. To end what we had spent sweet years tending to. So we let it linger. And she continued to go to therapy.

The therapist gave up on recent events and, as these sessions often go, started to probe at her earliest memories. Which is when my wife made a startling discovery. She found that there had been an event in her childhood, one she had chosen to forget. Immediately after it had happened, she had said to herself, “I won’t remember this” and, as though obeying a command, she had not. But when the therapist asked her about her relationship with her sister, it crept back from whatever corner of memory it had hidden itself within. He relationship with her sister was strained, they hadn’t spoken in years. Sharon realized that she didn’t really know why her sister wouldn’t speak to her. Or more specifically, she had spent years carefully choosing not to not think about why.

There was a gap in the memory of her childhood. An absence in the exact shape of a terrible event. And, once probed, it all came flooding back in perfect detail. She remembered it all, even though she wished that she hadn’t.

Running a hotel this long, I’ve seen things I wished I could forget. People come to these temporary places to do the things so terrible that they can’t do them at home, and then they leave the aftermath to be dealt with by people like me, people who don’t matter to them. If I could pronounce away those memories, I would.

Yes, this was not an easy memory for Sharon to recover. It was a heavy thing, and now she was burdened with it.

You see, when she was ten and her sister was eight, they were playing together in her room. Legos, maybe, or similar. Something innocuous. And then a curious and awful compulsion came over Sharon. She had the sudden thought of hurting her sister. How feebly her sister would be able to defend herself. It wasn’t something she wanted to do, obviously, but once the thought existed it was impossible to ignore. It was so plainly evil that it insisted on itself, replaying the image over and over, showing her what she could so easily do. And then, as though outside of her control, she did it. She hurt her sister. Twisted her arm, I think. Sat upon her so she couldn’t fight back. Sharon had no idea why she was doing it, didn’t want to, but couldn’t seem to stop herself. Her sister struggled but couldn’t escape. For five ghastly minutes, Sharon carefully hurt her sister, because she could, because she had realized she could, and because, once she realized she could, she had to act upon the thought. It took those five long minutes for her to regain control of her body and mind, before she could roll away, crying in horror at her own actions. Her sister ran out of the room, so upset that she never even told their parents.

But the relationship between her and her sister was never the same. And Sharon never knew why. Because she did not want to think about why.
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The idea that any of us, at any moment, could choose to do evil and unspeakable things, and the only thing stopping us is our own self-control, it is a heavy thought.

Yes. Too heavy for Sharon as a child. And so she had closed away what happened, decided to forget it.

Now, she cried in her therapist’s office, over her own cruelty, over the wound she had left unmended in her family for so long. But sweet Moses the therapist calmy talked her through it. That this is something that can happen. That our brain is less under our control than we would like to think. And that there is medication that is not designed to change us, only to allow us a little more control over our mind than we once had.

He prescribed Sharon some of that medication, and asked her to check in regularly.

At first, the medication only made her dizzy and nauseated, and then it seemed to do nothing at all, but gradually, it worked. She brightened, some heavy thing lifted, some dangerous current diverted.

It appeared that whatever terrible creature had entered her mind that day as a child had been banished.

For the first time in a long time, we had a good hour together. An hour where the events of the last few months weren’t hanging over us. And then we had a good day. And then a good week. We were finding a new footing.

If anything, the experience had strengthened us. We had endured something terribly strange, and it had overthrown the lazy habits of our relationship, the easy patterns a marriage can sink into, where gesture replaces real feeling. We had to rediscover our love for each other, and it was wonderful. I was thankful, even, for the ordeal we had gone through, for bringing us to this new, more intimate place.

Sharon made contact with her sister for the first time in years, acknowledged the pain that the sister had had to carry on her own all this time, explained about her mind, how it had once again slipped, but this time she was getting help, she was ensuring it would never happen again. Their relationship was not repaired all at once, obviously, but there were the beginnings of something. The first signs that perhaps they could be sisters once again.

We had three great weeks. If I could live an entire lifetime in those three weeks, I would.

I worry that we are getting to the worst of the story.

Is there a worst? Sometimes it all seems to be one nightmare, and it’s hard for me to even parse the highs and the lows. We had that one respite in the middle. I can hang onto that. But the rest is all a monstrous blur. Still, you are right that what follows is a bit grisly. I can stop my story here if you’d prefer.

As I said, people come to hotels to do the things they would never dare to do at home. I have performed the job of an EMT and a coroner all for the pay of a janitor. Your story is shocking, but the sad truth is that there is little left to shock me.

OK. Then we’ll continue. I have wanted to say all of this to someone. But I didn’t want to make someone hear.

It had been three weeks of stability. We had found the root cause of the behavior, and Sharon was slowly working past it. I allowed myself to think that in a year or two this would just be a strange story we would tell each other, “Oh do you remember the summer you tried to kill me? Sure glad we worked that out.” Of course, I knew that we would never tell anyone else. Some aspects of life are secret. Some aspects of life are shameful. We don’t like to say so, but it’s true.

Still, I kept a close eye on her. For any kind of change at all. I thought that if I had a little warning, we could get her help before another episode endangered us both.

When it came, though, it did not come gradually, but all at once, and with terrifying violence.

It was evening. Sharon had returned early from therapy. A short session, although when I called the therapist’s office later, I would find out that she had fired him a week earlier. I don’t know who did that. If that was Sharon’s decision entirely, thinking with doomed optimism that she was cured. Or a decision that did not belong to her.

Because I understand now. My wife had been influenced.

Influenced.

You will think I am out of touch with reality. But I promise that everything I am about to say is fully backed up by my own experiences. There is more to this world than the gentle surface. My story belongs to the turbulent undertow.

There is a force in this world. I do not know its nature. Perhaps it is a person or a creature. Perhaps it is not any category of existence we would understand. I do not even know if it is living or dead. But this force knows about us. Oh, it knows about us all too well. And when necessary, it influences us.

Nothing big. It wouldn’t run your car off the road or blow up a gas line. No, it works in subtler, smaller movements. It reaches out to someone close to you, and it gives a little nudge.

Ah see, you are already looking at me differently. You are a professional, so it is not so obvious, but I see the indulgent smile. I am speaking in fantasy, but you will let me ramble because I am a paying customer and you have nothing else to do tonight. But I promise you that the nudge is real, that it was done to my wife Sharon, with the goal of destroying me. My existence is, for reasons I have yet to understand, counter to this malign influence’s purposes, and so my life had to be ended. It is brutal but simple mathematics.

And so this … other. It took control of Sharon.

No! The nudge does not control. It can only suggest. Whispers that build over time. It is a slow process, but the nudge is patient. It will not die, and so like all things immortal, it can wait us out forever.

Running a hotel, I have learned a few things about patience myself. It’s true that with certain difficult guests, it can be easier to wait them out until they leave of their own accord rather than face the messiness and scandal of having to call the authorities on them. But my domain is limited to ruined suites and overly noisy sex. I had never thought of putting the same kind of concierge manipulation into the lives of ordinary people.

Are your guests not ordinary people?

I like to think no, although I honestly could not say in which direction of quality I mean that sentiment.

Well, the intention of this creature is not hospitality, even the stern kind. It is something alien and cold. It plays with us human beings as though we were toys strewn on a child’s floor. Or like bacteria laid out on a laboratory slide. Its eye is distant and looming, staring down at us.

Evocative imagery.

Yeah, I’ve had some time in a car alone to monologue about this to myself I suppose. As you speak around and around the unspeakable, your words become strange, less able to grasp what you are trying to say.

There have been weeks without guests. A hotel like this, off-season, becomes a place for your thoughts to echo and echo, and then, when another person once again intrudes, it can be difficult to regain my role as host. I suppose to be human is a performance that requires practice.

Now that I remember those three happy weeks of peace, I have to wonder how much of it was performance. Not by my wife. But by whatever was guiding her actions.

If it was a performance, the curtain finally closed that night. It was my turn to cook dinner, but she insisted. “I can’t make up for the ways I’ve hurt you,” she said, “not with a thousand dinners, but let me take a few extra turns all the same.” I told her she had nothing to make up for, that we cannot choose the chemistry of our brain, nor the trauma of our childhood, but she wanted to do it all the same, and what the hell. It was nice not to have to make dinner that evening. I had finally gone back to work, and the days were long as I made up the time I had taken off to help Sharon in her recuperation.

I remember that I was doing a crossword. She and I would sometimes share the crossword, leaving it out on the counter, taking turns for as long as it took to complete it. Sometimes it was only an hour, sometimes we would have the same one there for a week, slowly picking away at it. But we never put a new one out until we had completed the last one. A point of pointless pride for us.

I had been stuck on the last few clues for a day or two. Some of these crosswords get so clever that it makes me furious. Like someone telling you a bad joke, only to get to the punch line, you have to solve a calculus problem. And I looked up to make some kind of grumpy remark about crossword writers, the smug bastards, which is what saved my life. Because that’s when Sharon hurled a cast-iron pan at me.

The pan missed my head by an inch at most, as I jerked out of the way.

“What the hell?” I shouted but I saw that, once again, Sharon was no longer there. There was a deep emptiness in her eyes. And at the bottom of that emptiness, there was something ancient and malevolent squatting, laughing back up at me.

The nudge had toyed with me, but now it had decided to finish the job for good.

She had thrown the cast-iron pan with her left hand and she held the chef’s knife we bought during our honeymoon to Japan in her other. The knife was fragile but so sharp. You didn’t even really need to put pressure to cut with it, just slide gently along the surface of something and it would fall into halves. And now she walked toward me with it extended.

“I was thinking,” she said, “that maybe for dessert I could make an apple crisp.”

The confusion made me stumble for a moment, but a knife clarifies your thoughts with a cold quickness.

“We have all these apples,” she said. “We should do something with them before they go bad. And I know you love a crisp.” And I think in Sharon’s mind, she was still cooking. She thought she was in the kitchen, making the dinner she had promised.

“Well, I’ll start cutting them up,” she said, “and then we can decide what to do with them.”

As she said this, she sprinted at me with the knife. I hadn’t expected the sudden burst of speed. I turned to run and felt the tip of the knife graze lightly across my back, separating skin as easily as it had separated carrots and tomatoes. Blood poured through my shirt.

“It’s a good thing I got this sharpened,” Sharon said. “A sharp knife is so nice to work with, don’t you think?”

She leapt at me, landing on the floor, sliding like a baseball player coming home, and jammed the knife into my ankle.

Good lord.

She somehow missed the tendon, but I collapsed in pain and surprise, and then we were both on the floor, rolling in a pool of my blood. The pain was unbelievable. I had never felt anything like it, not even after my fall from the roof. And Sharon was smiling vacantly, sliding the knife up and down my left leg, shredding my skin. With my fingernails I pulled myself toward the door.

“These are cutting so easily,” cooed Sharon as she methodically sliced into me. I pulled myself up, wrenched open the door, stumbled out into the cold night. A trail of blood behind me. I had my car keys in my pocket, if I could make it to the car. I was slowed by my injury. I turned to look, not wanting to see, and Sharon was weaving her way toward me with an eerie stuttering jig, a dance to a bloodthirsty song only she could hear.

“I wanted to make you your favorite,” she said in a slurred voice. “As a special treat.” Despite the zigzagging dance, she was getting close fast. I tried the key in the door and it wouldn’t go in. I struggled stupidly with it for a moment before realizing it was the key for the other car. I flipped through the key chain frantically.

I hardly felt the knife go in. Instead it was her breath that I felt first, hot on my neck, as she slid the knife deep into my side, right up to the hilt. I turned, and her face was half illuminated by the light from the porch. She had a wide smile. At the bottom of the dark of her eyes was that cold intelligence, watching it all happen, ushering the two of us into a deadly ritual of blood. “You’ve been so patient,” Sharon whispered into my ear. “Just wait a little longer. This meal will be worth it.”

I stepped away from her, trying to slide the knife out as straight as possible so no further damage would be done. I simultaneously felt the warmth of blood rushing down my leg, and the cold of blood loss. It was a confusing double sensation, and I hardly even knew that I was dying. The smell of my own blood was thick in the air. Under the blood, I smelled flowers. Sharon’s special date-night perfume. I don’t know when she had put it on. Maybe she really had planned a special dinner for us, before the nudge had twisted her to its present purpose.

I took a step back, facing her so I could see anything she tried coming. She watched me do it, her eyes darting this way and that. Like she was watching a dark energy move back and forth between us, something I could not see.

There was no way for me to know the full extent of the power of whatever was tormenting us. Maybe it could reach into my mind as easily as it could influence hers. But I had to make the bet that it couldn’t. So when I got out of Sharon’s reach, I looked with resolution at the front door. I braced myself like I was planning on rushing Sharon, making it past her, and barricading myself in the house. She moved the knife up and down, like she was still chopping something, swaying back and forth, burbling wordless vocalizations.

We stood there like that for a moment, both of us readying for the quick violence that was to come. One of my legs was starting to go numb. I had no idea how much blood I had lost, how much longer I could remain standing. And so I moved, and she did too.

But I had succeeded in tricking her. She lunged to block my run to the front door, and I swung the other way, around the back of the car to the passenger door, opened it, slammed the door shut and was crawling across the seats into the driver’s seat while she howled and battered at the window with the butt of the knife.

I had observed some damage to your vehicle when you parked. I thought perhaps a deer. I’m not sure the real cause would have occurred to me.

And why would it? Why would anyone think that these kinds of horrors are possible?

I started the car and instantly, the attacks ceased. It was like I had already gotten away. Like the creature was admitting defeat prematurely, and it made me even more frightened, this inexplicable surrender. The thing inside of Sharon forced her to smile and then it spoke, and, for just that one moment, I heard the nudge’s true voice. A voice like a match being struck.

“I’ll be back with you again shortly,” it said. And then, the worst cruelty of all, it departed and left the real Sharon to watch me flee from her.

“What’s happening?” she said, dropping the knife in confusion. “Honey, where are you going?”

I hesitated. I knew I needed to put the car in reverse. My head was feeling light from blood loss, and I had maybe a few minutes before it would become too difficult to drive. But I couldn’t leave, because Sharon was herself again, the woman I had spent most of my life in love with.

“Did it happen again?” she asked. “Oh god!” she said, seeing, for the first time, the blood spreading from my lower half. She put her hand on the window, formed frantic silent shapes with her mouth, and finally managing, “You must run. Run away from me.” Her voice broke as she said it.
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A long time ago, Sharon and I had gambled with god. And we had won. We had lived these lucky years. And now that gamble had finally come around back to us, and this time we had lost it all.

Despite every warning in my head, I opened the window. I reached out a blood-covered hand. She reached out a hand that had, just moments before been clutching a knife. And we held each other for that last moment. She was the one who let me go, who turned, and walked back toward the house, trying to get herself as far away from me as possible.

I watched her go for only a moment, and then I pulled away from home, never to return.


INTERMISSION

A Brief History
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Unfortunately, this elevator takes quite a while to arrive. We’ve had the mechanism examined many times, but no technician has been able to find issue with it. It just moves at its own pace, and we in the hotel have gotten used to it. The only stairs are a long walk away, so why don’t we just set your luggage here and get comfortable.

While we wait, and I apologize for the loud sounds of the gears, related somehow to the slowness of the elevator, but every technician has assured me it is perfectly safe within normal parameters of risk. But while we wait, I thought I could offer you a brief history of this place. As you may have picked up from my tidbits here and there, it is quite an eventful one.

This hotel was originally a house. I believe it started out as a simple home, as far as these things go, for the wealthy. Their idea of what is simple does not always align with the rest of the world’s, but it was not an ostentatious place. A country home, I believe, only used in the summer and over Christmas.

And then the original owner’s husband died. The circumstances are unknown to me. It was kept quiet by the family, but it seems that the trauma of it never quite left her as, in the aftermath, she began to build. She added on more and more to the house, long looping hallways, lounges for parties she never threw, staircases that led to nowhere. You have noticed, I’m sure, that our trek to your room has been both lengthy and a bit baffling, and this is primarily the result of her building mania. She built like she was trying to hide herself within the very design of the house, like if she built enough, she would build her way right out of her grief.

Eventually, well, the expense got too much for her, or perhaps it was the loneliness. Perhaps she built a maze so big that she no longer felt protected by it, but more like the monster trapped at the heart of it. And so she gave the house away, to an institution of higher learning, one that would put her now-sprawling edifice to better use.

A board was hastily formed. Professors desperate for work due to questionable research or untidy behavior, rounded up from campuses all over the country that were happy to get rid of them. I think even a few years’ worth of students were taught. The building was utterly unsuited for a university, of course. First of all, as you must have noticed, we are hopelessly remote. Not in a part of the country that anyone ever thought to visit. The sprawling building is impossible to navigate, especially if you are a young person, away from home, and drunk for the first time in your life. I think one student might have been lost permanently, a problem in an elevator shaft. The door opened, and there was nothing there you see. But the student did not see. Stepped right through those open doors. Not this elevator, I assure you. That elevator was closed down after the incident. I’m almost certain of it.

But it became apparent that the university was unsustainable. And the owner, she was frustrated that none of the academics she invited could solve her problem. She had a specific problem, you see. An obsession almost. She believed that her husband’s death had been a message. That something, maybe god, had needed to speak with her, and that the message was so urgent and inscrutable that only a human life could be an adequate vessel. And she wanted these professors, this entire institution of learning, to tell her what the message had meant.

None of them could, of course. There is no message to a human death except that life is not a stable place within which to be, that a void is under all of us, and most of us choose to never look down. So she withdrew funding for the university, put the place up for sale. Which is when the current owner, the manager of this hotel, bought it. He believed that all of the reasons that it hadn’t worked as a home or as a university might work quite well in a hotel. After all, people appreciate a bit of the strange and memorable in a hotel. We are used to them being alienating, maybe even creepy.

The investment paid off. We have been a hotel for some years now, and, while we don’t ever have as many guests as some hotels, we have loyal customers who return to us again and again. Quality over quantity, that is the secret of a long-sustaining small hotel.

Ah, but the elevator is finally here. Don’t worry. It somehow feels much faster when you’re in it. Please, I’ve prattled on quite long enough, continue with your story. It is so much more interesting than any of mine.


ACT 2

The Last Great American Motel


First things first, I needed a hospital and quickly. I didn’t want to go to the local place because my doctor also did shifts there. If he was working, he would know who I was, where I lived. There would be too many questions. But I also did not know if I could make it to the next hospital a half hour south, and so I took the chance. I barely managed to stumble into the ER. My experience with emergency rooms in the past— Have you been to one recently?

Do you know, I have been lucky enough to have never had the need.

No elevator mishaps? No slipping on the wet floor of a recently washed corridor? You are lucky. My experience with emergency rooms is that no matter the issue you arrive with, you are looking at, minimum, a three-hour wait. And more often you wait all night. It’s always night when you have to visit the hospital, isn’t it? You are exhausted, in the dizziness of too little sleep, and the nurse just gives you that withering stare when you try to ask how much more time, letting you know without a word that there are people dying in this place and here you are whining about a few hours here and there.

I understand the reasoning. Still, it gives me a certain terror at the thought of it. Hospitality is—and this may seem sad or strange, but it’s the truth—hospitality is the reason for my existence. You would think a place meant to care for people would have some sense of hospitality. It’s in the name after all.

Well, that evening they couldn’t tell me to stop complaining, there are people dying. Because I was the person dying. There was a trail of blood from my car to the waiting room, and I could hardly form a word by the time I reached the triage desk. The nurse looked up, widened his eyes, and went running for a doctor. Sprinting. Calling out. I had their attention for sure.

I was lucky. My doctor wasn’t working that night. He was senior, only worked a comfortable day shift. I got some caffeine-addled resident who stitched me up and gave me a blood transfusion and told me that, by some impossible miracle, the knife had missed every single major organ.

Now you are the one who is lucky.

Many times over. How I made it out of that house alive I’ll never quite put together.

I stayed in the hospital only as long as needed to get me out of direst danger, but I kept a watchful eye the entire time. If there was something influencing people to harm me, a hospital would be an all too easy place for it to accomplish that. As soon as I felt like I could stand up, I unhooked myself from the various machines and IVs, hobbled across the hall, hid there while the nurse came running to check on the wailing alarms, and headed for the exit as soon as she had gone off for help.

My car was where I had left it. The dried blood still leading away from the driver’s side door. They had cleaned the hospital lobby, but only rain would clean the parking lot. I had no plan, only that I had to get as far from Sharon and anyone else who knew me as possible.

After days of driving, sleeping in my car, I looked up. And in that highway darkness, I saw a motel sign, a light against the void. I pulled into the lot. There were only a couple of other cars. That was good. I didn’t want other people around.

I’d imagine you’ve done your best to avoid other people.

Yes. This is the longest conversation I’ve had in weeks. You wouldn’t believe what a relief it is to hear any voice but my own.

I also spend much of my time by myself. This is a lonely business.

I’ll bet. How do you pass the time usually?

There is an employee lounge where I sit and read. I like spooky books.

Do you ever get afraid? Reading horror in a big empty hotel?

Yes. But I like to feel afraid. It makes a tedious job so much more exciting.

Well, I think I’ve felt afraid enough for one lifetime. I only want safety from here on out.

I don’t know about here on out. But I will endeavor to at least make sure you are safe for as long as you stay here. Speaking of which, please be careful. The carpet is a little torn there.

I’ll say. It looks like a tiger took a swipe at it. What caused that?

A little torn, yes. I’ve learned long ago not to ask the whys about the goings-on in hotels like this. Sometimes things just happen. I simply try my best to manage around them.

The motel I had arrived at was one of those classic roadside places that these days either exist in dangerous-looking disrepair or were redone by young hipsters, serving single-origin coffee and theming the rooms around ’90s television shows. But this was neither of those things. The Bluebird Motel, the neon sign said, with a spotlight on a realistic portrait of a bluebird perched on a branch, looking down over the parking lot. The building seemed in good order. I could hardly imagine that a place like this still existed.

I got out of the car. Stood there for a long moment. I had passed through places for gas and whatever food could be procured in five minutes or less, but I had made no thought of staying anywhere until now, and it made me nervous. I listened, although I didn’t know for what.

There was nothing. A dusty old red minivan parked crooked across two spots. A black Lab, eyes warily on me, curled up near the door to the office. Lights on at the check-in desk. None of the rooms had their lights on. I didn’t sense any danger, but I didn’t know what I was looking for.
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It is amazing how far humans have gotten without any real animal instincts.

Satisfied that I wasn’t about to be immediately attacked, I walked quickly to the motel office. The black Lab was skittish, got up and trotted away as soon as it saw me coming. I don’t know if it belonged there or was just sleeping there for a moment. I felt some kinship with it in that way.

The motel lobby looked like it had been last decorated in the ’80s. There were posters of fish and wildlife. A box TV was in the corner, playing a rerun of Friends. The only nod to modernity was the computer on the desk, which was ten years out of date rather than thirty.

The man behind the counter fit in with the look of his room. He could have been sitting at that counter since 1978 for all I knew. I couldn’t imagine him in any other context, he and his desk looked like one symbiotic entity.

“Help you?” he said, eyes on the TV.

“You have a room available?” I asked.

He snorted. “Haven’t been full up since ’94. So yeah, I’d say you’re in luck.”

I cannot stand rudeness in the trade. If I had been there, I would have given that man some choice words.

It was the warmest greeting I had gotten in days and I was happy to receive it. I asked him to give me a room as far as possible from anyone else.

“Well,” he said, a little less hostile now. “Unfortunately, these days I can only afford to maintain a small block of rooms. What you see here,” and he waved to indicate not just himself and his lobby but the entire building and the mostly empty parking lot around it, “is a dying breed. No one stops at places like this anymore. This is the last great American motel and it’s a dead husk.”

He was crying a little. I was taken aback. It had started to dawn on me that perhaps I wasn’t the only one who hadn’t had a conversation with anyone in days.

“We only have one other guest, and he won’t bother you none,” the man said. “He’s a regular, comes here when he needs time to think. Without him, there’d be months where I had no guests at all.”

“How far can you put me away from him?”

Here he finally almost looked apologetic. “Next room over.”

The idea of being near someone that could be influenced made me panic. “Please,” I said, “I am happy to pay extra and wait for you to prepare a different room. As far as you can get it.”

He laughed, like I had told a joke that we were both in on.

“Please, I just want to be as alone as possible,” I said.

“I’m sure you do,” he said, still laughing. “But I had to sell the furniture in most of the rooms to make ends meet. I only have a couple left with any furnishings at all. I’m afraid it’s next to Wayne Parsons or nothing at all.”

This makes me furious. It really does. This is no way to treat a guest. No wonder the motel was barely hanging on.

I had no choice. I was too tired to get back in the car, too tired to argue. Maybe I would be safe. Maybe the nudge wouldn’t be able to find me here. I accepted my key, attached to a room number fob that had once been white, but the plastic had faded to a sickly yellow.

“Welcome to the last great American motel,” the man said, and I saw now that there was utter sincerity in what he was saying. He believed that he was the keeper of something precious.

And maybe he was. There is something sacred in what we do. But only if we treat it with the solemn care that it deserves.

My room procured, I stepped back out into the cool early-fall night. The blue bird on the sign seemed to glower down at me. My hands looked like a stranger’s hands in the neon. The black Lab had returned, was back at its place by the door. It half started up as I emerged. The dog reminded me that I too was something that could cause fear. I had been hunted for so long that I had forgotten that other creatures might think I was hunting them.

“It’s OK, boy” I said to the black Lab, and I gently stroked it behind the ears. It settled back down in its spot, but kept its body tense in case it needed to run. “You’re safe here,” I told it, hoping desperately that the same was true for me.

I walked across the lot, listening intently for footsteps. At any moment I expected the motel clerk to come barreling out of his office, his eyes turned to tunnels leading somewhere distant and terrible, a shotgun in his hands. But when I looked back, I could still see him there, feet on the counter, as the rerun of Friends on his little TV ended and a rerun of How I Met Your Mother began. The night was quiet. I would have almost said peaceful, but nowhere could be peaceful for me. My mind found malice in every shadow.

Understandable.
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Sure, understandable, but still a heavy burden. I had hoped to get to my room without having to talk to anyone else, but as I approached, I saw there was a man sitting on a white plastic chair outside the room next door. He was heavyset, dressed in a suit that had once been elegant, and letting a cigarette burn between his fingers although he did not lift it to his mouth for a drag.

“Howdy there,” he said.

I said hello softly. I did not want to come across as unfriendly, but I also very much did not want company. He did not seem at all put off by my attitude. He was, unfortunately for me, a naturally friendly type, the kind so happy to meet people that he assumes that everyone he meets feels the same.

I like to think of myself as welcoming. I hope I don’t come off as too welcoming.

“When I saw ya walking across the lot,” he said, in a Midwestern lilt, “I knew you were coming this way. The only two rooms with beds still in them are on either side of me.”

“So I was told,” I said.

“Wayne,” he said.

I introduced myself and then started fumbling with the key in the lock. The motel was still using metal keys, actual locks. I hadn’t seen a place without keycards in over a decade. These days most places let you just open it with your phone. But not the last great American motel. The lock was stuck a little, and it made me nervous, made me feel like I didn’t have an escape if Wayne suddenly came at me and tried to put out his cigarette in my eye.

“Well,” he said, “if you need anything just give me a shout. I’m right on the other side of a very thin wall. I’ll try to keep the TV low, but you’ll probably be hearing me anyway.”

“I’m a deep sleeper,” I lied, and then got inside my room before I would be required to say anything else.

The room was exactly what I thought it would be.

When I think of the average hotel room in this country, it gives me shudders. The lack of care. Tell me, how many towels were there?

I will be honest: I do not remember how many towels there were.

I bet there were only three. The real bad places sometimes only do two, but I will extend some grace to my brother-in-arms running such a difficult business. As for me, I will settle for a minimum of six towels, and that is for a normal room. Suites should have as many as ten.

It suited my needs fine for the time. A bed, not quite a queen but close enough.

My god, only a full bed. In a hotel room. The mind truly boggles.

Brown comforter. Brown walls. Same kind of box TV as the lobby. I hadn’t seen a TV like that in years, now that flat-screens cost less than groceries.

I had only been in the room a minute or two when I heard noises, out back, beyond the parking lot. I ran to the bathroom window, squinted out into the night.

What kind of amenities did the Bluebird Motel have?

What?

Amenities. Did they have a pool?

I don’t know. I think so. Yes, I remember the next day, walking past the pool. It had been emptied, but Wayne lay on one of the plastic sun chairs on the deck, still in his suit, doing a crossword. I walked quicker, hoping he wouldn’t notice me.

Perhaps tomorrow, after you have rested, I can show you the pool here. It is from the original estate, before this was a hotel, before it was a university. The pool is marble. Salt water. Kept at body temperature year-round. I maintain it myself. Gives me some pride and, anyway, it’s cheaper than pool technicians whose prices tend to be outrageous.
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I look forward to giving it a shot, if I can find it. This place is so much bigger than it looked when I pulled up.

Oh yes, it’s in the nature of this estate. A result of how it was built. The front here is the original front of the house, but all of this area back here is the result of the building mania of the original owner. It serpentines back from the entrance. There is nothing intuitive about it, but you learn its particularities.

I’m sure. Well, as I said, I was at the bathroom window, staring out, searching for the source of the noise but I could only see one car in the back lot, directly under the only light in the lot with a working bulb. The front desk clerk’s vehicle, I assumed. The sound was coming from beyond the lot, in the woods that I could only see as a blacker shade of dark against the night sky. It was the sound of leaves and branches, like something running. A deer, startled by a car, I assumed.

I went to bed and, before you ask, yes, it was dreadfully uncomfortable.

Of course. I wouldn’t have even asked. I would only have assumed. Our own mattresses are Sleepshapers, the kind you might have seen advertised on higher-end television channels. I turn each mattress myself, every three weeks, like clockwork, to prevent the malforming of the springs. A tedious but necessary chore so dreadfully neglected by many of my contemporaries.

I spent the next day in the room, watching reruns in bed. I hadn’t slept a full night in days, and my wounds were still quite painful. Not infected, the hospital had done enough to prevent that, but I would need time to recover. I still had a variety of salty preserved snacks I had scrounged from gas stations on my drive, but by the evening I was quite hungry, and I knew that I would need to leave the safety of the room. This gave me a panic attack. Everything that made the room so dated and sad also made it feel safe. What could happen to me in a place that pathetic?

But I left the room anyway. Wayne wasn’t outside, thank god. I had searched and the only restaurant in driving distance was the Nocturne Diner, close enough that I could have walked it, but I didn’t trust the safety of the night. So I drove across the street and parked right by the glass door of the diner. The lady at the counter told me I could sit anywhere, so I sat in the very back, near the emergency exit, in a booth facing the front. I wanted to be able to see the whole place the entire time.

There was a family of three, maybe on a road trip. Two exhausted parents and a fidgeting child. There was a group of bikers, dangerous looking people. One of them in particular. White power tattoos plainly visible on his forearm, no attempt to hide them. A line on his throat that could have been a knife scar. The group of them hunched tightly over their table like it might try to get away from them, glowering, silently drinking coffee.

I don’t remember what I ate. Some forgettable special that I chose purely because it came with garlic bread. As I ate, I scanned the restaurant, looked out the windows for movement. I was sure that the nudge was not yet done with me, and I dreaded the moment it would strike. But nothing came. I finished my mediocre dinner, told the server that no, I was no longer working on it, paid at the counter, took a mint. Each step accompanied by the thought that maybe this was the last time moment in my life, but I left the restaurant unscathed. The bikers watched me go with cold stares.

My drive back across the road to the motel was a jitter of thoughts. Was it possible I had outrun the nudge? Maybe it only had access to Sharon, something to do with the trauma in her childhood or some inherent structure in her brain. Maybe as long as Sharon couldn’t find me, neither could the nudge. Or maybe I was being lulled. A little bit of peace to get my guard down, before it pounced and ended me for good.

As if you didn’t have enough to disturb your rest with that terrible mattress.

That night I would have taken the mattress. What I got instead was Wayne.

Oh no, an unwelcome conversationalist is the stuff of nightmares.

I hope that isn’t an indirect complaint about me.

Never. This is the most exciting story I’ve heard in years. Yesterday I was cornered by a guest who wanted to tell me the riveting story of a lane closure on I-10. Apparently, it delayed him by as much as a half hour, which is about how long it took him to impart that information.

We all have a story we feel we must tell, I suppose.

I gave him our least comfortable suite. The one where the bathtub edge is chipped and the window looks out at the maintenance shed. A petty revenge, and one I’m not proud of, but we all have our failings.

I’ll forgive you. I would have taken a view of the maintenance shed over what I had at the motel.

Wayne was back in the chair outside his room, in his suit that had once been elegant.

“It’s silly,” Wayne said, “us being separated by this thin-as-shit wall and not talking a little. Come in. Have a whiskey with me.” He held up a clear plastic cup that had a good three inches of light brown liquid. I had the feeling it wasn’t his first.

“I’m sorry,” I said. I don’t know why I apologized. I owed him nothing, but I also felt the desperate need to placate him. I had learned that there might be something savage lurking in even the mildest of people. “I’m sorry but I can’t tonight. I have work.”

He nodded. He didn’t believe me, and he wasn’t going to pretend to believe me, but I also saw, to my immense relief, that he wasn’t going to press the matter.

“Well,” I said, “it was nice to see you.” I didn’t try to make it sound believable.

I turned to do battle once again with my stubborn room lock, when I saw something move in the corner of my eye, in the darkness of the parking lot. I flinched, knowing that my pursuer had found me once again, but Wayne only looked at me strangely.

“A bit scared of dogs?” he said.

The shape was merely the black Lab, returning to its spot by the lobby door. It seemed to be desperate to reach the safety of its nest, glancing back at the woods behind the motel. I followed its gaze but couldn’t see anything unusual. What had it seen in those woods that had scared it so badly?

“I’m just a cautious person, I guess.” And I wrangled my lock open, safely returned to my room until the next morning at least.

Sleep came easily. I was still so tired and my body desperately needed to recuperate. But I woke up an hour later, my heart pounding. I didn’t know why. My body had noticed something that my mind hadn’t yet caught on to.

I stared at the door to my room. Was there a shadow underneath it? Wayne or the front desk man, standing, with knife or gun or who knows what other implement of terror? But no. The light under the door was steady. No shadow at the curtain. I sat in terrified silence, trying to understand what had woken me up.

And then I heard it. A soft wet gasp outside my bathroom window. The dry shuffle of a foot. I rolled as quietly as I could out of bed. Crouched on the thin carpet that smelled like cigarettes despite all the no smoking signs. Another gasp. Someone was out there, just on the other side of the little bathroom window. Maybe the bikers from the diner. Or god, even that family of road trippers, caught up by a malign influence and twisted to a sinister purpose. Or some truck driver, in the long slow steady of their midnight transit, until the nudge captured them and brought them to me. I crawled to the bathroom door, peeked my head in, expecting a face to peer back at me from the windowpane. But the bathroom window was empty, the light from the single working light bulb in the parking lot beaming an all-night white glow across the dirty tile floor.

Whatever was making the noise was lower than I could see through the window.

I crept on my belly, my skin sticking painfully to the cold floor. Another terrible wet gasp from outside. I slid up the wall, peeking through the window. Nothing but the empty parking lot, and the dark woods beyond. I stood up on my tiptoes, straining to see, but it looked as peaceful and empty as could be. Whatever was there was hidden below my sight. I pictured a misshapen body that had once been human, folded against the wall in some way that human bones and tissue were never meant to fold, burbling nonsense words through a ruined throat.

The next thing I knew, the harsh artificial light was replaced with gentle sunlight. I had fallen asleep there, against the bathroom wall. My back ached and my ass was completely numb. The feeling of dangerous proximity from outside the window was gone. I knew I was once again safely alone.

I know the feeling you mean. That feeling that something dangerous is close. I feel it too, sometimes, wandering the corridors in the empty days between guests. That feeling that if I were to turn, I would see a long, malformed face peering out from around the corner, a hungry grin, black eyes. In those moments, I feel that I am being hunted.

And do you think that there is something real to this feeling? Are you actually being stalked in this hotel? Or is it all a misfire, our primitive brains recalling extinct predators, shadow puppets on the cave walls of our minds?

Oh, me? I think there is more dangerous to this world than we could ever know. Anyone who works in a hotel will tell you that stories of hauntings exist at every hotel for a reason. People die in hotels, you see. These are transient places, and we become transient inside of them. Heart attack or suicide or murder or accidental fall. Restless spirits are just a hazard of the industry.

So you believe that if, when you have that feeling of being hunted, you had turned and looked, you would really have seen that face with a hungry grin and black eyes.

I know that I would. I have seen it before.

What?

I have seen terrible things in these halls. But don’t worry, I have never known them to bother guests. The hauntings of this place are the burden of the employees. I want you to have a relaxing stay. This was my fault. I shouldn’t have brought it up. Sometimes I let my storytelling get ahead of my sense. An unforgivable failing of mine.

Oh, I am past being frightened of stories like that. After what I’ve lived, I would take a scary face or two. Some specters and visions. I’d welcome that. What a nice change that would be.

I’ve always thought that horror stories can be a source of comfort to those with trauma. A safe way to confront the worst-case scenarios playing on dreadful repeat in their heads.

Maybe. But I wish my life was a comedy instead.

The next day passed uneventfully. Just another day on the run from a supernatural creature that’s true nature and reach I could never learn. Where would someone research something like that? In movies there are always websites or dusty books furnished by helpful librarians that explain exactly the rules of the thing stalking you. But my tentative searching online found no sign of the nudge, except in the way that everyone online seemed to have been nudged in some fundamental way, a madness of influence that had permeated our culture so thoroughly that it had in fact become the culture.

And what could I have said to a librarian? “Excuse me, but I believe that my wife has been puppeted somehow by a malign creature that can affect us only indirectly, tweaking our behavior or our perceptions, exploiting weaknesses in our minds, but not fundamentally changing the self at the core of our being. Do you perhaps have any books on that?”

Not a tactic, perhaps, that is likely to result in useful answers.

No, so what else could I do but just kind of hang around the motel? Wait to see what would happen? I suppose I could have gotten in the car, started driving, but it seemed fruitless to me. I had to make my final stand at some point. Why not at this godforsaken motel in a place between places, a stretch of highway that had once been a town?

I made no preparations. After all, I had no idea who would come for me or when.

Around noon, the bikers from the diner set up in the empty parking lot of the motel, revving their engines and hooting. Through the window, I watched them, especially the one who seemed most dangerous: white power tattoos, a knife scar on the throat. None of them looked my way, not yet.

Finally night fell. I could pretend at leisure in the daylight, but at night I was reminded that I was a fugitive, and that the attack could come from any direction. I imagined that it would arrive from the source I least expected.

But when the attack came, it arrived at my front door, like a room service knock at a fancy hotel.

There is an art to the hotel knock. Took me years to master.

What is the secret?

Moderation. Too soft and the guest might not hear you over the television or a running sink. Too loud and you sound like an intrusion, even if they have requested that you arrive. There is a perfect middle that is devilishly narrow, and it is the art of the hotel manager to strike that bull’s-eye ten times out of ten.

Well, this was no perfect knock. This was a clamor, like a body being tossed against the cheap wood paneling of the door over and over. No words, no demands, only BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG. Except I’m giving it more rhythm than it actually had. More like a malfunctioning engine or an accident at a fireworks show.

I feared whatever inhuman intelligence was guiding that noise. The door shook. I thought about the kind of lock that this cheap motel might have on its doors, the strength that might be in the rarely maintained hinges. I thought I had only a couple minutes before whoever it was made it through and I would have to contend with them.

I examined my surroundings for weapons, but few things in the room detached, and those that did were made of lightweight plastic and wouldn’t serve as a weapon.

A hotel learns to keep as few weapon-like objects in a room as possible. One must examine the room many times before opening to guests, thinking: If I wanted to hurt myself or others, what in this room would facilitate that? A tiresome job, but you’ll thank yourself when it comes time to evict an angry tenant over an unpaid bill.

The door was rattling so violently that I assumed I only had seconds before it broke down. How well-made could the structure of this old motel even be? Designed only for half habitation, the temporary living of road trips and divorces. I could see the hinges warping with the power of the blows.

Then whatever it was outside gave up on the door and moved to the window, an easier target, but it did not break through the glass. Instead, there was a terrible scratching, like a knife was being drawn across the window. Scritch, scratch. Scritch, scratch.

All it had to do was smash the window, but it didn’t. Instead, it went back to the door. There was an oddity to how it was pounding. Like it wasn’t with hands, but instead with the entirety of its body, flinging itself limply at the wood, picking itself up, and then trying again.

I held up the only thing I had, a pen with the motel’s name on it, The Bluebird Motel. Useless, but less useless than empty hands. I tried to find within myself a reserve of bravery, or at least passionate terror that might help me through a fight, but I found myself hollow. I had lost Sharon. What was left for me? What was the point? I waited almost with relief for the end.

The banging stopped. Dead silence for a moment. Some new terrible attack was being prepared. And then: a loud ringing. The room’s phone. I picked it up, hesitated a moment before lifting the receiver to my ear. Then I brought it up, said hello.

The greatest fear of the younger generation. Answering the phone. I think older people got so used to the idea that strangers could invade your space at any time that they forgot the intrusion that a phone call represents.

“Hello,” I said, polite instinct kicking in despite the strange terror of the situation.

“Yeah, hi there,” said a soft voice with a Midwestern accent. Took me a moment to place it as Wayne, my neighbor in the next room over, the person who was my top suspect as to who the nudge had sent hurdling against my door. And confirming my suspicions somewhat, he did not mention the banging and scraping sounds, even though they must have been almost as loud in his room as they had been in mine.

“Well, I just got to thinking,” he said, “Seems silly, two loners camped out in adjoining rooms. I thought, why not have you over for a whiskey?”

I didn’t know what to say to that. It came from some other way of living that felt entirely alien to me in that moment.

“Oh, no funny stuff. Not what I’m looking for, just to be clear,” he said. “Just company, some good whiskey. Thought it might be nice for both of us to have someone to talk to.”

The gap between what I was experiencing and what he was suggesting was hard for me to comprehend, but if my neighbor was who had been trying to get into my motel room, then I would rather confront him directly, on my own terms. And if he was an innocent, then having him near me would provide some numbers against my enemy, whoever it was.

“Yeah OK,” I said. “I’ll be right over.”

Before opening the door, I put my hand on the window curtain, hesitating, not wanting to see what might be looking back at me when I lifted it. But when I finally moved the curtain, there was only the empty parking lot. My car. Wayne’s car. The light from the front office. The yellow and blue neon of the sign.

Still, once I opened the door, I hurried, head turning frantically, trying to see from which direction the attack would come. I sprinted those few feet to the neighboring motel room. But there was no sign of another person. More evidence then that the danger was in the very room I was about to voluntarily enter. I prepared myself for a confrontation for my life, but forced myself to knock steady and soft.

A man should be known by his knock as sure as he’s known by his handshake. It should be practiced. Pride should be taken in it.

The door swung open immediately. There Wayne was, heavyset, dressed in that same suit he had been wearing the night before, the one that had once been elegant. There was still a cigarette burning between his fingers that I did not once seem him take a drag from.

“Come on in,” he said. “I’m glad you could make it.”

“Sure,” I said, stepping past him, trying not to show my jumpiness about leaving the open door to my back. The first thing I saw was that there was a pistol on the nightstand. I couldn’t tell if it was loaded. I tried to keep my eyes on both Wayne and the gun, ready to move the moment he went for it.

As quickly as I could, I set myself up on the old couch with sagging cushions and ancient upholstery in a color that could have been called “burnt hair.” My new friend sat on the bed. True to his word, there was a bottle of whiskey, although only about a quarter of it was left. It wasn’t exactly what I would call “the good stuff” but I’ve drunk worse in sadder circumstances, so when he handed me a plastic cup and poured a little in, I accepted it.

I thought of Sharon and the needle in my food. And so I held the cup undrunk until I watched him pour himself from the bottle and take what could only be described as a healthy gulp of it. Poison was an unlikely method for the nudge, which seemed to prefer its violence with a little blood, and so I kicked back my own cup, felt a pleasant burn, an animal pleasure that I had forgotten about in my weeks of unease.

Are we going down this staircase here?

Yes. I know it seems like a lot of descending, but the hotel is built into the hillside. There is a surprising amount of verticality to the place. When the original owner ran out of room to build up, she started to build down the hill. Now, this staircase is a little steep.

Oh!

And yes, a little slippery. I think it’s better if I walk ahead of you. I might not be able to catch you, but at least if you fall, you’ll fall on me first. A joke. No one’s going to fall. Just hold on to the railing quite tightly please. And try not to look at the walls, they bend inward and it has a tendency to cause dizziness.

Has anyone fallen here?

Oh yes. Oooh yes. But not you. Come along now. You are more sure-footed than most, I’m confident.

If you say so.

Meanwhile, you had just sipped your whiskey in Wayne’s room.

That’s right.

“That’s the stuff,” Wayne said. “Drinking by yourself doesn’t have the same kick, you know?”

I did know and I nodded to show that I understood. I believed that the nudge had hold of Wayne, and I didn’t understand its purpose just yet. Until that purpose was revealed to me, I would wait and I would watch. I kept several feet of distance between us, and I would never let him between me and the door. Hasty rules to try to survive an encounter I barely understood. I leaned forward, ready to grab for the gun if he reached toward it.

“So what brings you out here to the back of the beyond?” Wayne asked.

“Business,” I lied.

He nodded. “Sure, business.” There were no businesses that might require professional travel within fifty miles of this strange and stranded place.

“I’m in sales,” I added, as though that explained anything. “How about yourself?”

“I suppose you could say I’m here on business too,” Wayne said. “The business of being sober as little as possible. The business of dreaming.”

“Lot of money in that?” I asked and Wayne snorted. He wasn’t acting like a man influenced by evil. His eyes were human, rimmed with tears that hadn’t yet fallen.

“Well, I’ll level with you,” he said. “Sometimes life gets to be too much of itself, you know?” I did know. “And when it does, I like to come here,” he said. “The ambience really gets where my head is at.” He indicated with the whiskey glass the dirty lamp and the old carpet and the duvet that had never been cleaned, only disinfected by the many cigarette burns. He carefully did not indicate the nightstand with the gun on it. We both were pretending it wasn’t there.

“I hear you, Wayne,” I said.

Every hotel proprietor or employee gets to know the type of man like Wayne well. The only thing we can offer them is space and hospitality. They are men waiting to be saved, but also unwilling to accept the aid of anyone who might come to save them.

It was starting to seem to me that perhaps Wayne had not been the person who had been waiting outside my bathroom window, who had been knocking at my door. That maybe Wayne was not a danger to me, but rather a danger to himself. That he was the only one in the world who had reason to be worried about his gun. A sad man, looking for a little company. I could relate. I desperately wanted to no longer be alone, but I also knew that I could not trust anyone but myself. Even if Wayne hadn’t been nudged yet, it could happen at any second.

Still, I could not bring myself to flee his room, not yet. I saw in Wayne a counterpart, another man who had lost the life he once thought would be the same slow steadiness forever. And once you’ve lost something like that, there’s nothing left of it but places like this. The in-between places, where in-between people wait for their in-between years to end. For the lucky ones, those years do end, and they move on from these in-between places, go on to new chapters. But I didn’t think that was going to happen for Wayne or I.

As a man who exists to maintain a place in-between, I take some pride in our limbo. Not all limbos are equal.

Definitely not intended as an insult to your hotel. Even the nicest hotel exists in-between, wouldn’t you say?

Yes. I accept our liminality, but I refuse to see it as a downside.

“What’s your story?” Wayne asked.

“Nothing too interesting,” I said. “Say, Wayne, do you have any more of this whiskey?”

Eventually, I had stayed long enough that I did not feel guilty excusing myself. “I’m sorry, I’m tired.”

“No, it’s OK,” Wayne said. He had settled, still in his suit, onto the bed, and his eyes were dipping low. I wondered if he slept in the suit on a regular basis. It wouldn’t surprise me. “Thanks for sitting with me a while. I know I’m not good company.”

I tried to tell him it wasn’t true, but he was passed out cold, so I put my glass next to the gun on the nightstand, looked out the window to make sure there was nothing waiting for me, and slipped out of the room.

As I stepped into the cold night, I saw movement in the parking lot. I froze in the doorway, ready to retreat. But it was the front desk clerk. He was hurrying across the huge empty parking lot, his head down, cursing to himself. There was something odd about his posture and I realized that he was cradling a wounded arm. There was a gash in his hand. Had he been attacked? Or had he injured it while slamming it again and again into my door. I had no wish to find out either way. Key in hand, I darted from Wayne’s room to mine, wrestled for a few breathless moments with the sticky lock, and then was safely inside.

I don’t know if it was the whiskey or just the exhaustion of always having to be on guard, but I fell asleep almost instantly. Like Wayne, I didn’t even take off my clothes. Maybe it was my fate to become more and more like Wayne.

I only woke once, in the half-light predawn hours, when a strange screaming sound came from the woods behind the motel. I didn’t like to think what inhuman throat that scream formed within. I put my head under the pillow. I forced myself back asleep.

How much longer to my room? I feel like we must have walked to the next county by now.

Yes, it really is a trek. I apologize. We haven’t gone as far as you’d think. A trick of the way the owner designed these hallways. They fold back on themselves in ways that are hard to understand from within.

I don’t have to come back all this way for breakfast, do I?

Ha, no. That’s exactly why I bring breakfast to the room. A complimentary service.

Well, that’s some relief, but I hope there’s an emergency exit near my room. How many times did you say the hotel caught on fire?

Only twice. I wouldn’t worry about it.

Reassuring.

Can I ask you a question, if you don’t mind?

Of course.

What was your endgame?

What do you mean?

Well, you had fled to this nowhere motel. And now you were hiding out in your room. An unsustainable existence by any measure. So what was the long-term plan? How did you see it ending?

It’s a good question, and not one I can answer. Ever since that first day, when I caught Sharon staring blankly at the wall, I had been existing on some spectrum of emergency. I had only been able to think of the next step, not the next week, let alone the next year. So no, it was not sustainable, what I was doing. And soon it would break.
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I feel that we are really coming to it. The heart of the terror. And none too soon, we are almost to your room.

Good. I’m going to need a glass of water and a long lie down after telling this story.

I spent the whole of the next day in my motel room. As you say, I had no good endgame in mind, but I was too afraid to leave, even for food. I found that I wasn’t hungry anyway, and so I sat on my bed, watching the kind of television designed merely to pass the time. The sun was bright through my front window, then dim, then bright through the bathroom window, then had passed behind the woods and it was dark in my room. It happened so slowly that I didn’t even turn on a light. You know that feeling when you realize that you’ve just been sitting in darkness for a half hour because you didn’t notice that sunset had transitioned into night?

Yes. Because of the hillside, the darkness comes quite quickly here. I have more than once sat reading a book at the front desk only to realize that from one sentence to the next the words have become obscure to me.

Exactly. That’s how I found myself sitting on a bed in a dark room. Which is when the final attack began. Not in the early-morning hours, as I had feared. But just after sunset. Before I even had noticed that night had fallen.

At first it came the same way as it had the previous night. A pounding at my door. Not like a hand, but like a lump of flesh was being hurled against it, again and again. A dull splat of muscle and skin. I had been worn into a trance by the day, but the sound threw me right back into the emergency that my life had become. Alarms ringing in my skull, vibrating out through my skeleton, into a tremble in my fingers. I wondered if Wayne could hear what was happening, but he had not heard it the night before. Maybe the nudge was reaching him just enough to prevent him from hearing and acting to help.

There was a smell in the air, and I recognized it as my own blood. I wasn’t bleeding. It was the smell from the night in the driveway when Sharon had stabbed me. The nudge was carrying it through time, bringing it back to me in this pitiful motel room. I knew then, if I hadn’t known before, that this was not another small torment. The nudge, having found me, meant to make good on the promise it had delivered through Sharon’s mouth, the one it had spoken in its true voice. This attack would be the final one. It had come to end me.

The door shook with the efforts made by whoever the nudge had collected for this attack. Maybe one of the bikers I had seen in the diner. White power tattoos, knife scar on the throat, eyes that were already dead. Surely it would hardly take any influence at all to cause a man like that to want to murder me in my bed.

“I am not afraid,” I shouted. A lie.

“I will fight you with every last bit of strength I have,” I shouted. The truth.

But after minutes of pounding, the door had not budged. Who knew that the last great American motel had solid doors with good hinges. The only properly installed and maintained part of this sad roadside relic.

That left the front window. With the energy of panic, I went to the freestanding wardrobe by the bathroom, full of empty hangers and an empty safe. I pushed it over on its side with a colossal thud.

I understand the emergency, but this somewhat hurts my hotelkeeper’s heart. I have been on the receiving end of such trashings of rooms. It feels like a violation of spirit as much as property.

Maybe the people who trashed your rooms also had the nudge on the other side of their door, in which case I understand why they did what they did.

With all of my strength, I maneuvered the wardrobe to the window and placed it so it was blocking as much of the window as possible, with its base against the door to provide a barricade there.

Whoever was attacking understood they would not get in through the door. The pounding ceased. But they also made no attempt at the front window. Perhaps they heard me at my fortifications and knew that there would be no point to it. In any case, I had ten minutes of peace. My room was relatively secure. The only opening left was the bathroom window, and I had seen for myself that it was too small for anyone to crawl through.

I sat back on my bed. Considered what to do next. My head hurt. My arm muscles ached. My breath was still rapid. And I heard breaking glass.

Never what you want to hear.

No, there’s never a situation where that’s a positive sound.

The noise came from the bathroom. It seemed that whoever was attacking had decided to try the bathroom window anyway. I thought, well maybe the nudge cared so little for the body of the person being influenced that it would try to shove them through the tiny portal, crushing bones and slashing flesh. Anything to get at me. Anything to murder me.

Sure enough, I heard the muffled thump sound of a living creature landing on my bathroom tile. I backed up. The base of the wardrobe was blocking the front door. I would not be able to shift it back out of the way quickly. My fortifications had become a trap.

Surely whoever had come through that window must have been so injured by the process that they would pose no threat to you. Wasn’t that a flaw in your adversary’s plan?

I wasn’t thinking about that, but yes, I suppose that would have been a consideration, if that’s what had happened. But I had been misunderstanding the entire situation from the start.

I heard a soft padding. And out of the bathroom it came. The black Lab I had seen sleeping outside of the front desk. A stray, easy pickings for a nudge that could move even the human mind. It hadn’t occurred to me that it could reach animals as well.

Why is a dangerous dog somehow more frightening than a dangerous human? I suppose we can read a human, but a dog is much harder for us to read. There is no talking your way out with a dog.

Exactly.

The dog’s eyes were the same empty as Sharon’s had been that final night, and deep inside the black of the pupil, I saw the cruel presence of the nudge. There was nowhere I could run that the nudge could not find me. The dog growled, a sound from deep in its chest.

There was a long gash down its side, glass from the bathroom window. I have no idea what injuries it sustained throwing itself against my door night after night. I had thought the pounding on my door sounded odd, and it was because I was not hearing a hand, but the entire body of an animal, tossing itself with complete lack of regard for injury, again and again. The pain it must have felt. The power the nudge must have, to drive it through that pain, through any instinct of preservation, into the solid wood of a door, through the jagged glass of the bathroom window.

We were motionless, the dog and I, for a moment, and then it sprang. A Lab is not a big dog, but it is big enough. It leapt with startling power and buried its teeth in my shoulder. I howled in pain, sounding myself like a hurt dog. I pushed frantically at the wardrobe, to get it away from the door, but it was jammed. I had barricaded myself into this little motel room with a dog who wanted to tear my throat out. Ancient instincts of hunting twisted to new destructive purposes.
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The smell of blood intensified, now no longer the memory of blood, but fresh bleeding. I wasn’t badly hurt, not yet. I grabbed the dog, tried to wrench it off my shoulder. Its face was so close I could smell the sour meat scent of its breath. I could see a dirty frayed collar, the name Nestor, a phone number long since smudged away, an entire story of loss that I would never be privy to. Its teeth would not dislodge. The strength of a dog is concentrated in its jaws. Maybe I could overpower its small body, but I would never pry apart its teeth.

You have sustained so many injuries in the course of your story. Do you require medical attention? The hotel has no doctor, but there is one who lives nearby whom I can call. He is usually awake, even at this late hour.

No. Luckily the wounds missed arteries and major organs, and so although I still am in some degree of pain, I think they will heal.

Has this walk been torture for you then? I can’t imagine it is easy to move in your condition.

I had worried about that. But it has been strangely painless. I haven’t felt this good physically in weeks, despite how tired I am. Maybe this place has healing properties.

If that were true, I would think that it would have healed my bad back a long time ago. Years of lifting other people’s luggage can’t be undone. No, no, please don’t try to take your bag from me. This is the burden I have chosen for myself, and it would offend me to have you try to relieve it. Please, we are nearing your room, and I simply must hear the end of your story.

There is only a little more left to tell. I thought at the time that my story would end there, in a pool of blood, in a dingy room, in the last great American motel. My gravestone would be a flickering neon sign overlooking an empty stretch of highway.

It became clear that I would not be able to shift the wardrobe away from the door enough to escape the dog that was tearing into me, but I could knock the wardrobe over from its side to its face and so clear the front window. I had been afraid, just moments before, of someone coming through that window. And now I found that I had no choice but to go through that window myself.

I arrived in the parking lot in a thunderclap of glass and pain. The dog had come off me somewhere in the fall forward. And I took that opportunity to try to run. But exhaustion had a hold on me, and already the dog was scrambling over the windowpane. Its face was cut jagged, skull visible, growling, eyes empty, charging at me.

“What in the world!” a voice cried out. I looked. There was Wayne, in that suit that had once been elegant. The breaking of the window had finally set him free from whatever enchantment the nudge had set to keep him from hearing its attacks. He had come outside, holding his gun. He aimed at the dog. Fired.

When it died, it died not as a vehicle of the nudge, but as only an injured stray dog. The nudge, that coward, fled its body just before death. And so I saw the eyes of the dog who had once been named Nestor, who had once perhaps had a home that was not a motel parking lot, I saw those eyes for a moment, and then the soft explosion of muscle and skin, and Nestor was gone for good.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to the animal that did not deserve to be caught up in the tragedy I had brought to it.

Wayne was staring at the dead dog, gun still pointed. “I had no choice,” he said. “The animal was coming right for you.”

I ignored him, climbed back in through the broken window of the room, retrieved my car keys and my bag. Anything that wasn’t packed would be left. I had to get away from Wayne before the nudge reached him too.

“I just don’t know what got into that dog,” Wayne said, as I came back out to the parking lot, and threw my bag into the passenger seat of my car. “I had to do it, right?” he said, pleading with me to absolve him.

I looked him in the eye. “Yeah,” I said. “You had to do it. Thank you.”

Relief flooded his face, like he was grateful to me, like it wasn’t him who had just saved my life, but the other way around. “I had to do it,” he repeated, like a spell, like a prayer. And then the nudge took him.

I saw it in his eyes, how they bottomed out, became empty. He opened his mouth, and for the second time, I heard the nudge’s true voice, like a page being torn out of an ancient and brittle book. “I’ll be back with you again shortly,” it said again. And then, true to its name, it gently nudged Wayne toward the fate he had been circling for years. Wayne brought the gun to his forehead and pulled the trigger.

Even after everything I had seen, the shock of watching Wayne die was too much for me. I stood with open mouth, trembling hand on my car. The light from the neon sign of the motel washed out the sky, hiding the stars. The Bluebird Motel, the sign said. The bird on its perch looked down at me from the sign. The front desk lights were off, the door closed. Either the front desk man had fled, or he was hiding inside, door locked. The diner across the highway looked a thousand miles away. No bikers, no families on road trips. Only me and the body of a sad man who had once been named Wayne. I had never felt so alone in the world.

There came a baying from the woods. Not just one dog. Ten dogs. Twenty. A hundred. I don’t know. Every stray dog in the state, and they were all coming closer. The nudge fulfilling its promise almost instantly. The sound broke me out of my stasis. I got in my car, started driving once again.

I didn’t even know what direction I was going. I just knew that anywhere else would be safer.

If I may ask, how did you hear about us? We are not the easiest hotel to find. There have been complaints that we are practically hidden.

I must have seen a billboard or something.

We have no billboards. The manager believes that our property is too discerning to accept any rabble from the road.

A radio advertisement then.

Oh, were you listening to the radio?

No, now that I think about it. The stations had all faded away. I wanted something, anything, to keep me awake. But there were only scattered voices, and then even those were lost to the hiss.

Yes, a harmless quirk of geography here. Something to do with the hills, or perhaps the cave systems underneath. I’ve never been clear. But there are no radio signals near the hotel. And so we have never placed a radio ad.

Strange. Then I don’t know. Maybe I saw it from the road. In any case, I followed some unerring instinct, a compass in my chest. There is nowhere safe in a world that contains the nudge, but I knew somehow that there would be safety at your hotel. The more I learn of the oddity of this house, the more sure I am. The original owner of this place must have set up safeguards of a spiritual nature.

Yes, she did try. She had become quite convinced, you see, that something was hunting her. Much like you, she could not name in certain terms her persecutor. It was something from the ether. And so she tried to make a boundary around this place. A haven.

I can tell. I can feel such peace here. I haven’t felt peace in weeks. I’ll tell you it is a relief. Anxiety becomes as much a part of your body as skin or blood. Until that moment you take your first unanxious breath and realize what a weight it was you had been carrying this whole time. I felt the anxiety leave as I parked out front. All of the fear I had been carrying evaporated. When you greeted me at the door, it was like meeting an old friend I had known a long time.

I do endeavor for a certain standard of hospitality. Speaking of which, we have finally reached your room.

That really was quite a hike. I’m sure I will need your guidance in the morning to find my way back out. Otherwise I could be wandering these halls for days! But this will do nicely for now. A warm bed, a shower maybe. Rest at last, and then on to whatever is next tomorrow. Thank you. And this is for you.

Ah, thank you, sir. So kind, of course.

I have to say, this is more … spartan than I was expecting from the plushness of the corridors. Maybe we could discuss a different room tomorrow.

Certainly. Before I go, can I ask a question?

Absolutely. After listening to my blathering, you have more than earned the right.

If the nudge can reach anyone, did it not ever occur to you that it could also reach you? That it might also be nudging you?

I … Well no. It wanted to do me harm. And I don’t believe it can cause harm directly. It needs others to do what it wants, not realizing that they are acting under its influence.

Why are you so certain that it meant you harm?

My wife tried to kill me multiple times over! And the less said about the incident at the motel the better! What is this, what are you getting at?

But the knife wound from your wife missed every major organ. A miracle, the doctors said. And the dog’s teeth did not cause dangerous bleeding. I only mean that perhaps it was not trying to hurt you, but to scare you. To make you run. To shepherd you, the way a barking dog shepherds its sheep to where they belong. If you’ll forgive the resonance of the metaphor to recent events.

No, that makes no sense. I’m sorry, but I really am quite tired and I—

The owner of this house also thought she could not be influenced by the nudge. She built her walls and her charms, a labyrinth of a house. But still, it found her, and eventually this house was passed to me.

You own it?

Yes, I like to see to things myself. But I am the owner of this collection. Ah, but you are tired. Let me shut you in for the night.

Wait, what are … why are the locks on the outside of the door? What is this?

You were wrong you know. I did not want to harm a hair on your head. I only needed you afraid, needed you running, so that you would run to me. So that you would run to where you have always belonged. In my collection.

Who are you? No, you can’t be.

And now you are here. With me. And I will keep you safe forever. I only needed to give you a little nudge.

You’re lying. This is outrageous. Let me out right now. Open this door.

Goodnight, sir. We will have plenty more time to talk. All the time in the world. I’ll be back with you again shortly

No, please!

I just … I don’t know what to do now. For weeks, I’ve known exactly what to do next. And now I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.

Please! Just tell me what to do next!


[image: Through a keyhole in a wooden door is an eye peeking through.]


Love this book? Please consider rating and reviewing it on the retail platform of your choice, and connect with the author on Instagram.
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