



The following novella is a historical fiction with a whimsical tone and a splash of mystery. The story takes place in Chicago, Illinois, in the year 1930. The protagonist is an Irish-American named Percival Dooley. Embedded within the story are the characters’ lives during the time of the Prohibition and enjoyment with the Roaring Twenties results. 


Inspired by the early 1900s Stevens Hotel in Chicago, which at one time claimed to be the world’s largest hotel, the hotel became Percival’s place of employment. The Stevens Hotel, fictionally renamed the Blaughvoyon Hotel, gives Percival a job as an elevator attendant. This was during a time of widespread American union formations, particularly in hospitality and service industries. Along with living amid the richest historical decade America has ever seen, the hotel owner gives Percival the absurd duty of trapping a ghost in the elevator. 


The story unfolds with irony and twists, and ultimately, an appreciation by readers for friends and family. 

























Thanks, Mom, for always


asking me, 


“When are you going to be done with that book?” 
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Part I: Heights













CHAPTER ONE






THE STORY OF the Dooley family contains suffering and soaring, in that order, so the falls held an attribute of hope, not dread.


Mathew and Lena Dooley followed their dreams from Ireland to America, settling in New York and finally Chicago. They had two boys whose dreams soared high as well, Reginald and Percival. 


But Mathew never met his son, Percival.


Things fell.


Things such as Percival, for example. In 1928, sixteen-year-old Percival took a deep breath, prepared to fall again. He skimmed each foothold on each branch of the tree. He stretched to grab a branch, and he climbed. A black net around his shoulders tagged along as he climbed slowly with his eyes on the splotched blue bird. It didn’t move, even when it had to have spotted him. Perhaps the bird wisely gauged its parameters for when it would fly away. Percival climbed higher. He balanced his feet and laid the netting’s cloth handle in his hands atop his shoulders. With his eyes fixated, he flicked the net with a perfect snap of his wrists. The net touched the bird before the bird jolted. And in trying to maneuver his hands to trap the bird, he forgot to hold on. He stepped backward into the air, and his body dropped. The trunk and branches clawed at his skin. A low branch grabbed his legs and pounded his back to the ground. After taking a fall this time, Percival lay for a minute or more and wondered if his arms were attached, broken, or bleeding. He was still dizzy when a man’s shadow grabbed him by his collar and forced Percival to stand.


“I said answer me! What’s the matter with you! Answer me, kid!” the shadow growled. Percival grounded his feet as still as he was able and stared. The silhouette wore a fedora and a sort of thickness in respect. Percival said nothing. The man slapped Percival on the head, causing Percival to grit his teeth and grimace. The dizziness regained power. 


“Kid,” the man looked to his right and left, where only trees surrounded them. Few people traveled this road on the south side of Chicago. The man’s coat lapel spun in Percival’s head. Yet in the daze, Percival clinched a fist and soared it in front of him to the man’s chest. The man grunted and grabbed Percival by the shoulders. The punch caused Percival to lose his balance. 


“You okay? You’re okay, kid. You’re okay. But I’ll leave ya’ for dead! I’m just trying to help you. So answer me! Are you a Dooley, for the love of God!”


Percival stared at him a moment longer, unable to control the twitching muscles of his face. “Yeah. I’m Percy- Percival Dooley. What do you want?”


“Alright then. . . I’m Charlie. From the Blaughvoyon Hotel. You know, the big one. I’m here doing you and everybody else a favor, Percival Dooley . . .Well, I’ll be hanged . . . Do you eat, kid? What do ya’ eat? Clay? Are ya’ one of those pathetic clay eaters? Go clean yourself up quick and get down to the hotel and sign up. Pathetic.”


As Percival’s wits returned, he managed, “What? I don’t — what are you talking about?” through clinched teeth. He wiped his nose, smearing dirt and blood across his face and hand. “Sign up for what?” Percival then inspected his clothes. He was as clean as any, minus the bloody nose streaming down his neck and blotting his shirt collar from the tree fall. Charlie glared at Percival and shuffled his feet with a couple of intentional breaths.


Charlie started, “Let me make sure I got the right guy here. Your father, he’s missing, gone. Out of your pathetic life, am I right?” He stared at Percival’s face for a slight moment before answering himself, “Yeah, I’m right.”


“So what? Who cares? What — you got a pap? Nobody’s got one, so who cares?” Percival answered. 


“Now, go clean up. Get down there to the Blaughvoyon Hotel. There’s a new hire table. Write your name and home location — if ya’ got one. You got a home?”


“New hire? You mean, like a job?” Percival asked. 


“Yeah.”


“You’re giving me a job?” Percival asked again, feeling a soft breeze through the trees. 


“What’d I say?”


“The Blaughvoyon! You mean it? And you say me Pap works there?”


“No, kid! And I don’t need you asking me questions. What I know is if you don’t get your pathetic bum down to that table, you’ll never know nothing about your dear old pops.”


“I don’t wanna know nothin’ about him. Who cares?” 


“So you don’t want the job? Fine by me. I tried.” Charlie walked backwards a few steps. 


“So, you’ll pay me?” Percival stretched his voice with his eyes wide. “I want the job, Mister Charlie, but that’s all. No family stuff.”


“Sorry, kid. That’s not an option. And I thought you were older. How old are ya’, kid?”


“I’m … twenty-years-old,” Percival suggested at the true age of sixteen.


“Sure you are. Maybe that’ll work,” Charlie smiled as he started down the road out of the forest. “Will ya’ do me a favor and eat? And Dooley, keep your pathetic mouth shut about this. You speak, you find out nothing. Nothing. Everyone will go tight-lipped. You stay quiet, you’ll find out everything. Capiche? Come to work and do what you’re told.” Charlie got into a car parked a few yards away. 


Percival already had a job with his older brother, Rex. Three years ago, Rex created a bird-safety business involving a bird census program, traveling great lengths and climbing greater heights to tag birds. He sold tags with the purchaser’s name on them, tagging their bird of choice – juncos, warblers, wrens, mourning doves, cardinals, anything with feathers that would be still or couldn’t fly. Rex also received donations from bird lovers and girls. Critics and complainers toppled upon him, and funds dissipated. Birders scattered to new endeavors. But the brothers weren’t settling for the business plummeting and a loss of their dreams to fame, to riches, to anywhere else. Anywhere else than Southwest Chicago; being in the midst of the wealthy at a posh hotel sounded like something. 


X

















CHAPTER TWO






ON THE MORNING of April 6, Percival awoke early to a thump, a fall by his mother, Lena Dooley.


“I’m alright!” she mumbled out. “Here at the table I just fell asleep. Your mum’s tired is all. Percy?” 


“Right here, Mum.” He fought through the stench of alcohol and sweat permeating from Lena’s plump skin and led her to her bed. 


“I begin my new job today, Mum,” he soothed out as she lay. She gargled something, and Percival left. A mix of nerves, high and low, ached in his chest. “Tis early morning. I need to leave soon.”


“What new job, I said!” Lena sat up in bed and stretched a foot to the floor. 


“My new job, Mum. At the Blaughvoyon Hotel. I’m going to wash me face,” he tried. 


“Are you lyin’ to me, Percy!” rumbled Lena. Rex appeared in the doorway. 


“You have a new job?” he asked Percival. 


“I told you both already,” Percival growled and grabbed the letter from the kitchen shelf. “I showed you this letter.”


Rex took the letter from Percival’s hand and opened it taut. He stood over his mum to read it: 


“Attention, Percival Dooley. 


Upon receipt of your applied request for employment at the Blaughvoyon Hotel in Chicago, Illinois, and after extensive calculation, we hereby offer acceptance and therefore order: you are to report for employment duty as an elevator attendant at 7:00 a.m., the 6th day of April, 1928. 


Upon arrival, the hotel guard will provide you with further instructions. 


Sincerely, Nicholas Blaughvoyon, 


Owner, Blaughvoyon Hotel”


“He’s not lying, Mum,” Rex explained. “But it can’t be real, can it? A trap, I think.”


“A trap? No! I really got a job!” Percival grabbed the letter back from Rex. He hadn’t yet said anything to Rex about meeting Charlie. Why rouse up anything yet? It might be true; it might not. A trap sounded reasonable, but Percival dreamed of walking through the extravagant hotel, knowing the big-times and wearing a fancy coat and shiny shoes. It’d be his place, and it was a fancy Chicago hotel. 


“What are ya’ talking about! I’m sure it’s real!” exclaimed Lean with a smile like no other. It was a pleasant smile to see, motherly and imperfect, full of empty spots and discolored teeth, framed with puffy cheeks. “Why, you’re a dapper dandy, you are!” Percival sat a moment at the foot of his mum’s bed and let her beam over him. 


He applied for the job the day he met Charlie, and he didn’t say a word about his pap. Why bother? Pap’s absence was all Percival knew. Percival grew through friendships, fights, storms, and summers with no thought of a need for a father. He didn’t look for him when he planned his thousands of days. He never knew him and didn’t take the time nor the desire to change things. 


But then, on some days, at rare moments, something opened a door of curiosity, of maybe. And it bled and spread in Percival’s whims, reached his hopes, and even crafted scenarios that branched into new scenarios. It created a monster in Percival’s head, from Pap dying in World War I to Pap living in cowardly filth in Chicago’s wasted alleys. Maybe, just as maybes bleed, Pap was trying to find his way home. 


The thought, Who cares? slammed shut those hemorrhaging curiosities. He didn’t need his own messed-up reality getting messed up with more messes. 


Percival walked outside to the neighborhood lavatory, and he couldn’t help but smile. Rex made it outside before Percival, somehow, and stopped him. 


“If it is a trap,” Rex started quietly. He looked around and placed his arm around Percival’s shoulders. “And me brother, maybe it’s not. Maybe a famous man really wrote you a letter and wants to be chums. Maybe. But if it’s not real, me dear poor Percy, fight like a wild Irishman. Want me to go with you, Percy?”


“No, I don’t think so.” Percival hoped a fight wouldn’t happen. If someone witnessed him writing his name and address in front of the exclusive hotel, knowing he was out of his ranking, it may have roused anger. Rex wasn’t way off this time, but it was another nuisance in Percival’s head. Percival needed things, like money and a new surrounding, but not a pap and not a trap.


“You’re not angry with me about the bird business?” asked Percival. 


“What about it?” Rex asked. 


“Well, now that I gotta another job.”


“It’s okay. You can work around your elevator hours.”


An elevator attendant. This was new. Percival thought about it with a little hope and dread. If it wasn’t a genuine letter for a new job, at least he’d escape a job involving heights. 


Percival didn’t fear heights, but the truth was they rarely worked in his favor. Heights were like a side-note he dragged along. To think that he wouldn’t fall this time conflicted with reason. The most recent fall from the tree had left scabs that still splotched his skin.


All the changes were much to ponder: a new job, finding and avoiding his Pap, hiding this from his family, dealing with a fresh fear of heights — he planned to avoid any man who resembled himself. The hotel was big enough to do so. Percival was as strong as any Irish boy from Chicago’s Southside feral land, which was good. He rested his mind on the glamor far away from home, thinking he had a plan. Thinking he knew what to expect. 


His home wasn’t the slums exactly, but a step up to “rear housing.” Lena herself considered the living conditions with pride. She kept herself and the boys out of the slums despite the impoverished conditions, despite the disappearance of her husband Mathew, despite her typical drunken stupor, and despite the neighborhood sharing a central lavatory. 


Now, in the neighborhood’s lavatory, Percival pulled a string for the light bulb and propped his mirror behind the faucet. He pooled water into his cupped hands and glanced at his reflection, full of shadows and two glistening eyes. It was a pleasant face the world erred to see as sunken and poor-like. He had firm muscles in his face that formed deflated cheeks. His facial muscles tensed and twitched. 


The faucet water cracked into a thousand drops and smeared in a thousand directions onto Percival’s face. 


“Bua!” Percival boomed. The word exploded into fireworks with shiny droplets soaring in the air. For a second, Percival felt a lift. Percival’s frail demeanor slid away as he watched his reflection. His head was still growing, perhaps. But for now, it looked rather scant. Still, he had a manly bone structure. Undeniably, it’s no sap skull. His jaw, cheeks, temples, and brows defined their positions. He shaped his cracked, peeling lips in the same oval for both syllables. 


“Bua!” Percival leaned close to the surface of the mirror. Feeling a little silly, he huffed out a small laugh. He was oblivious to how his baritone voice traveled throughout the dirt yard and to the hearing of early-rising children climbing and standing on roofs. They tried to mimic his low, thunderous voice with “Fool ya’!” or “Hoola!” as they danced. Members of the Dooley family were all graced with deep Irish voices. 


Percival’s apt to fall from great heights was not like his life at all. Percival should have been most confident that life would go on when he fell, not when he reached high. 













CHAPTER THREE






PERCIVAL’S HALF-HOUR WALK to the Blaughvoyon Hotel, a 56-floor gem in downtown Chicago, gave Percival time to think.


A new elevator attendant? He pondered as he walked with his hands in his pockets and his eyes shifting wide-eyed left to right, like they were looking for answers. Would he see his Pap today? How could he say nothing, like Charlie forewarned? He needed answers. 


His thoughts of heights sped through his mind. If he truly had a job as such, then he was certain the elevation of being in an elevator — the heights — was the only thing to dread. He would fall because of the heights in some way, and that was the way it was. Where there was air between Percival’s feet and the ground, there was a fall. That was the way it was. 


But he’d rather have heights to dread rather than dreading the unknown of the day. Inevitable things like falling weren’t as dreadful. It was more of a grumble about life to dread elevator heights than a foreboding dread. 


The uncertainties of a foreboding dread were crueler on his nerves. If he didn’t really have a job, he dreaded being put in his rightful place by foes — dread is worse when the future is fickle. 


He didn’t know what else to dread, not yet — but, to his own limited knowledge, it was certain to be a bloody fight or bone-breaking heights. As he walked, he concluded that either was fine was him. A smooth sea never made a good sailor.


Percival thought he knew the voyage, but the path ahead was as nebulous as his knowledge. Percival didn’t know just how ruthless his near-future acquaintances would be. He certainly couldn’t have known about the experience of another realm. 


The Blaughvoyon Hotel contained a separate world, indeed. Not to be confused — this separate world — as different or distinct. It had something like a lifeline within another realm, as strange as it sounds. The hotel had a separate world. As many Irish travelers knew and experienced, most half-hour walks anywhere in this world had a tendency to arrive within the realm of another world. It’s hard to believe until one tries it.


 Percival made it to the hotel safely and uninterrupted. He approached the wrought-iron boundary that preceded the extravagant getaway. He made it this far, and his hope livened. The black rods of the railing worked as handlebars for those who stopped walking to stare, gape, and dream.


Percival approached a guard sitting by the gate. “Morning, sir,” managed Percival. “I’m reporting for my first day of duty.” 


“Doubtful,” answered the guard. “Name?”


“Percival Dooley.” The muscles in Percival’s face woke up with exhilaration when he spoke, and it caused his entire face to look enthused. 


The hotel guard narrowed his eyes. “You’re a kid. And Irish. There’s plenty of factories in Southwest Chicago. So, run along.” The guard’s words seemed accurate but didn’t shake Percival out of his dreamland. 


“But, sir, I’m old enough to work — age twenty, sir, and I’ve a letter.” The guard took the letter. Percival stood straighter and taller.


“From Mr. Blaughvoyon?… An elevator attendant?…  Let me look …” His fat finger skimmed a notebook. “Dooley, for the V. Nolan elevator? That’s the fancy one!” The guard quickly noticed his own enlarged eyes and squinted them again.


“So, it’s real! Yes sir,” Percival answered, knowing nothing of elevators, but he kept a wide smile as he swallowed, shocked his name was included on the property of the Blaughvoyon Hotel. 


Percival was rather small in stature for a sixteen-year-old, let alone a twenty-year-old. He kept his composure. The age lie was a lie he upheld, and he upheld it so well that he became pretty good at believing the lie of his age himself. 


The guard cleared his throat. “You are to meet Mr. Hugenby in the Reading Room,” the guard announced. “Straight through until you see books to your left. Straight through.” He motioned a straight hand outward and repeated, “Straight, I say.”


“Alright. Yes, sir,” Percival responded. “To the Reading Room. Sir, any other jobs I can take besides being in an elevator?”


“Straight to the Reading Room.”


“So, the library? Same thing?” inquired Percival. He was ready to hop and skip along the route. The guard stared at Percival and gave no answer. The truth of a job had to have meant the truth of Charlie’s words. Percival turned toward the hotel courtyard and strolled into the exclusivity of luxury. It felt surreal one moment and brought apprehension the next.


Percival shook off his nagging nerves with each step between two rows of white stone beams which stood wider than live oak trees. Bold green foliage lounged immovably in perfect places. He continued under the arched entrance as if the hotel’s façade either ate him or invited him. Time would tell.


His fedora, stolen for him by his hard-working mum, was slightly too small. 


“It’s perfect, Mum! Makes me head look bigger and older. Don’t ya see?”


The long, rectangular courtyard stretched longer as he walked, so it seemed, and was aligned with several floors of balconies scattered with lounging guests. The dreadful thought of his Pap surfaced. Percival didn’t want to see him. 


Inside the core of the hotel, he slid off his fedora for a full view. A grand staircase welcomed him with a railing carved into wings and feathers in glowing gilt. The ceiling lights were encased in transparent gold jewels, and the air looked as if it was made of gold. The black floor shone so that the occupants looked as if they were walking on top of black liquid. The lobby — what a feast for the eyes, the hotel’s golden smile! He caught himself mesmerized, and he quickly recomposed himself . Only children, not sixteen-year-olds and certainly not twenty-year-olds, lost composure. 


Straight to the Reading Room, he repeated to himself. Would he ever arrive? There was still the parlor to see, the dining hall to see, a ballroom. Distinguished guests lounged around lit fireplaces, smoking early morning cigars. In walking past the variety of visual pleasantries for such a length of time, Percival daydreamed of having such a life. He held his hat. His light brown hair, styled and cut by a neighbor, pointed in every direction. The cracks on his lips seemed permanent; he’d had them for months. He was to meet with … whom? 


What the heck is a Reading Room? Why not call it a library? Must be the same thing, thought Percival, trying to pet his nerves. 


A man in a dark blue uniform stood at the doorway of the Reading Room.


“Dooley?” he asked Percival. Percival’s face twitched a quick smile to hear his name, giving him more confidence that the letter was real, really from Nicholas Blaughvoyon. 


“Yeah, Percival Dooley,” Percival answered. 


“Knew it. Had to be you. You’re the last to show up. Here,” the man shoved a pile of folded clothes to Percival’s chest. “How old are you, kid?”


“Twenty,” Percival answered. 


In the employee lavatory, Percival undressed from his white-collared shirt. It belonged to his father and was shared between Percival and Rex. Percival had sewn different buttons on it over the years. His brown wool pants were too hot for today, but they looked best with the collared shirt. He stared at the new uniform as he peeled off the rags he wore almost daily. His new uniform was starched without one wrinkle. The blue was a bold, dark, consistent color throughout. Tight seams of thread were taut and straight; Percival could barely see them. The uniform smelled fresher than anything he had ever worn. In the mirror, he admired himself. Its stiffness placed worth and character upon Percival, so he jumped and wriggled his feet in mirth. Smiling, he licked his fingers to lie down his hair. He waltzed out into the hallway feeling accepted and worthy enough to serve the cream of Chicago’s guests. He continued to waltz down the hall. He almost looked sixteen and could rightly hope to pass for twenty. Could his father be close by? Percival glanced down the hallway before turning toward the Reading Room. With that glimpse, his life, though still young, completely changed. 


A beautiful woman paused at the hallway’s end. She wore a flowing light-gray dress with a dark green hat and a veil that guarded her delicate face and dark red lips. She struggled with a portmanteau and a suitcase. A large calico cat cradled at her chest in her left arm. Its old eyes sagged and spotted Percival. It suddenly pushed away and scurried into a blur and then to nothing, gone.


Perhaps Percival was in the hand—a grip—of the hotel now. If so, the hand carried the chivalrous Percival to the distressed damsel. Now only two feet away from the lovely masterpiece in motion, the air was lighter. And full, too. Full of Percival’s adoration as he stood close to this woman. She had to have felt it. Percival stared at her, but she wouldn’t look up at him; she kept her eyes either covered under the brim of her hat or looking down. The only women Percival ever saw this beautiful were in his neighbor’s Vanity Fair magazines. He never thought he’d really see one.


“What, um. Wh- what. Uh, … lovely… day, Madam. Let me, um, help you?” his voice shook. His wide eyes could not deflate.


“No,” replied the lady. “The cat—”


“May I help? I’ll find your cat!”


As Percival prepared to sprint, she lifted her face a bit more, but carefully to hide her eyes. “Thank you, but no. Good day, sir.” She dashed down the hall. Percival stood motionless as a jolt of something powerful filled him. He beamed. 


He slowly found his way back into the reading room. His face looked longer with his eyes wide and his mouth open, his chin resting long. A slight corner of his lips lifted. He belonged somewhere.


Mr. Hugenby continued lecturing: “The Blaughvoyon Grand Hotel was built thirty-six years ago, in 1892, and it’s the most prestigious hotel in the country- I dare say, the world!” Mr. Hugenby strolled from left to right staring into space as he spoke, with a cigarette in one hand and a whiskey in the other. 


“Whiskey at six in the morning? Dudn’t give nothin’ about the Prohibition. What a guy, huh?” whispered Hubert Downey, standing next to Percival. Percival gave a quick nod and a smile of recognition, paying attention to the stances, the tilted heads, and the expressions of young men in their twenties. 


“We are among the finest buildings in Chicago, and you men are our newest elevator attendants.” Mr. Hugenby cleared his throat and met eyes with Percival. Mr. Hugenby paused.  


“Your name?” Mr. Hugenby walked closer toward Percival and locked eyes. Percival froze and smiled bigger. 


“What?” Percival stared back expressionless. “Oh, I am,” he swallowed in hopes to ingest his wits back and answered, “Percival Dooley. Yes. Yes, sir. Percival Dooley.”


“You were late, and you seem distraught, Mr. Dooley,” replied Mr. Hugenby. 


“I’m sorry, sir,” Percival began, “but- a woman with arms loaded, and a cat—”


“A cat?”


Percival stood still as Mr. Hugenby stared at him and added, “Well, what happened?”


“Nothing, sir. It got away from her. I wanted to chase it for her!” Percival continued to smile softly with large eyes. He was certain the other new employees noticed his Irish accent.


“What?”


“A cat. A calico cat jumped out of her arms.”


“From whom, Dooley?”


“This woman. She had this cat. A big cat. An old cat. I tried to help. She was walking through the hallway just out of this room, and her old cat jumped out of her arms. She wouldn’t let me help her.” Percival was still smiling, slowing down his words as if to remain in the moment. The rest of the group softly smiled with him. 


Mr. Hugenby lowered and narrowed his eyebrows with a beady-eyed stare at Percival. “Where did she go?”


“Down the hallway, sir,” Percival answered, pointing where the woman disappeared. 


Mr. Hugenby pummeled the floor with his stocky legs outside the Reading Room door. He turned his entire body both left and right at the intersection. As he dashed back to Percival, he demanded, “Describe the woman!”


Percival inhaled to prepare to speak with smiling eyes and a smile resting on his cloud-like expression. 


“Yes… I see,” responded an understanding Mr. Hugenby. “Dooley,… her eyes met with yours, is that right?”


“She never looked up. I never saw ‘em. They hid under her hat, the shy girl,” Percival obliged Mr. Hugenby and chuckled, but he wondered why the man displayed such uptight curiosity. “Who was she, sir?” Percival asked. Percival didn’t yet know the depth of the answer, how she was already part of his life.








