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    Author's Note

 

This novel is a compilation of ghost stories by someone who has a few real ones and knows there are many others who have experiences of their own. It is for those others that this story was put together, that while this work is fiction, it may provide comfort and conviction of the truths we carry.

Like any ghostly or paranormal story, there isn't a full explanation for all the bumps in the night. Brace yourself for that now. How could there ever be a full explanation this side of the veil? 

Tread softly. Pray heartily. Carry yourself well. 

Be encouraged in faith. You are not alone.

      

    



  	
        
            
            —to Christ be the glory in all things—

 

 

For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face, now I know in part, but then I will know fully, just as I also have been fully known. 

1 Corinthians 13:12
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November 30, 2022

Hamish felt backlit and unseen. The softly papered, champagne-tinted walls were muffed by gold lit candelabras. They lined the crowded lobby beneath small chandeliers, which hung in a glowing canopy of hushed light. He had been waiting at the check-in for several minutes within the hustle and bustle of patrons and clerks and had yet to be acknowledged. His black, formal attire complete with a cream rose boutonniere did not help him to stand out among the rush of guests in similar clothing. There were a few patrons wearing jeans, clearly not in town for the same event. When formal events are your business, you tend to dress the part.

Hamish shifted his weight. He’d been leaning heavy on his left foot for too long. Three hours in the car had him wanting to alleviate the right one. He had arrived dressed for the social welcome event and celebratory speech that was to take place that evening and had been relieved to receive a text about an hour before arrival with the cancellation of the speaker. Social hour was still on, but he did not plan to attend.

Having rung the golden bell on the counter twice, several minutes apart, with no one having come to his aide, he did not really want to ring it again. It felt futile. Instead, Hamish decided to wait a few more minutes and then perhaps walk behind the counter and stop a passing clerk in their tracks. He hypothesized standing before them and refusing to move. 

It was all so unusual. He had stayed at many hotels and many less nice than this one, but never encountered anything like the way this bustling place was drowning him out. Patrons on either side of him had been checked in and given room keys. They had been given instructions on check-out, advice on local restaurants, and maps of the town that quite frankly seemed too small to need a map. He wiggled his toes, the still slightly numb ones of the left foot, and watched a bellman collect the luggage and parcels from a family that had just arrived.

At last a young woman in a clerk’s vest and high button shirt came and stood before him, making eye contact. “Have you been helped sir?” she asked from across the check-in desk. 

“No,” he replied. “Checking in though, Hamish Blackwood.”

She apologized for the wait and pulled his name up in the system. She mumbled something he couldn’t quite catch and thanked him for his patience. Then she took off down the length of the long check-in desk and disappeared into a door at the end of the long wall behind it. At this juncture, he put his elbows down on the slightly raised portion of the desk in front of him and rested his head on his hands. The room went strangely quiet as he did so. He was still aware of the crowds around him, of their movement, and of the fact that they were making noise, yet unable to exactly hear them. He heard instead a blustery tune that he presumed was coming from the lobby speakers. Figuring that he hadn’t been aware of it over all the noise, he didn’t take it to be something new. A little like a muted bugle in a thunderstorm, oddly serene and swelling with divots, little pools of piano, it played thoroughly loud enough that he wasn’t sure how he had missed it even with the din of the lobby.

It gave him a strange sensation.

The clerk returned as quickly as she had gone, with a taller, male counterpart. He nodded and smiled at Hamish, leaned over the computer screen, and sighed, “Ah, well. We are full.” 

“I booked a room months ago, back in May,” Hamish protested, lifting himself up off his elbows.

The man nodded. “Yes, sir. You have a room.”

They stared at each other a moment. He looking rather resigned and Hamish looking rather unsure at what the man was saying.

“Have a good stay sir. Clara will finish checking you in.” And he was off. Clara and Hamish watched him walk to the end of the desk and enter the door she had procured him from.

“What was that about?” he asked as they turned to face each other. 

“Oh, just a busy night, sir. You know. The convention and all,” she replied, darting her eyes down to the screen and typing away. She said nothing else until she handed him his room key. She looked at it and looked at him. He looked at it and looked at her.  

“Room 400,” she said. “It’s a corner unit.”

Having had a long day of work prior to his long drive, he was thankful enough to have a key to a room and thankful to be able to escape the bustle of the lobby. He nodded goodbye without giving any further inquiry and headed toward the elevators which he had seen off to the side on his way in. He figured he’d go to the room and look it over before bringing in his suitcase. He had just one piece of luggage as he wasn’t staying more than two nights, but thought he had better be sure about wanting to bring it in at all, even though he was eager to get settled.

The elevator doors glinted with the same gold opulence of the lobby lights, fixtures, and wallpaper. They were framed in the wall with scrolled trim, also gold or something plated with gold that bent around the doorframe. It was sculpted as a swooping ribbon held at the top by doves that could easily have been mistaken for boars with tusks stretching too far outside their heads. The call button was already lit to the right of a slightly hunched woman in a woven floral overcoat with sparse, but curly hair. Hamish waited behind her. She glanced at him, smiled faintly, and turned back to the doors when he returned her smile with his. 

A moment later the doors opened revealing red, carpeted walls within and immediately he became aware of the music. It was the same he had heard while waiting for Clara to return. It hovered blithely and hoarded the air around his ears, each swell pocked with a divot. It rolled. He felt faintly nauseas. The woman in the floral overcoat stepped aside as a group of three exited the elevator. She glanced at Hamish again, who took a slight bow and motioned for her to go first. She entered and pushed the button for the fifth floor. He pushed the one for the fourth. The doors shut and the music played on. About the time they started to sweep past floor two, the music altered in texture, becoming tangibly gritty.

“Strange music, isn’t it?” he said, looking over at the woman.

She gave him a startled and weary glance. Grimacing a little, she said, “It’s just the Bee Gees,” then shrugged her hunched shoulders and let out a sigh. 

Taken aback, but also amused by her reply, he stifled a laugh. Hamish had four Bee Gees albums at home. This was not the Bee Gees. 

“You don’t hear a weird trumpety, organ type song— like, I don’t know, maybe the instruments have sand in their teeth?” he asked.

She shook her head and drew her coat tighter around her shoulders. The elevator doors opened and he stepped out without looking back.

The fourth-floor hall was silent. For that, he was thankful. He looked for a placard telling him which way to go, but there were none to be seen. A room door in front of him, slightly to the left read 411 in brass numerals and to the right was a small enclave with benches and what appeared to be a little snack station with a pastry basket, as well as a basket for fruit, which at the moment held a single apple. The hall stretched past the enclave and ended a significant way down with the option to turn left or right. The first room door in that direction read 420. Not really thinking much about what happened to rooms 412-419, he took a left and headed away from the enclave towards where he hoped room 400 would be. The hall in this direction also turned optionally to the left or right. Just before the left turn he found his corner unit, the room on the inner edge. 

Compared to the lobby and even to the elevator, the décor in the hall had not been much to consider. It was relatively plain and neutral. The oak, tiger striped wood grain doors to the rooms were stained a rich brown with brass room numbers, room 400 being the exception. The door of 400 was oak, tiger striped wood grain. It was stained a rich brown. The room numbers, however, were not brass. They were frosted and quartz-like. Touching their cool surface, trying to decide what they were made of Hamish just about hurled an expletive when a woman with softly blonde hair and a light silvery blouse rounded the corner and nearly knocked him down. Instead he jumped forward and banged into the door.

The woman apologized profusely, for which there wasn’t really a need, Hamish told her. He was fine. They had a laugh and then the woman went down to the enclave and Hamish went back to staring at the frosted numerals on his door until out of the corner of his eye, he saw the woman reemerge with the apple. They exchanged a friendly nod. The woman raised the apple in a toast and headed off in the other direction.

Not having decided on the material of the numbers, Hamish held the room key up to the scanner on the door. It was one of those plastic things the size of a credit card, with the hotel’s name and logo printed across one side. In this case it was a purple plume with Inventes spelled out in a blue, ribbon like font. The scanner lit green, and the door slid smoothly open with a turn of the handle. He looked back down the hall to see if he could still see the woman with the softly blonde hair and silvery blouse, but she had gone.

There was darkness. Pushing the door fully open, allowing enough light from the hall to show him the switch to his right, he gave it a flip. The bulb stuttered a little before settling in a soft yellow above the entryway. The entryway was just a tiny hall with a coat rack on the left just before the bathroom door, a mirror to the right next to the light switch, then a couple feet till it opened up into the rest of the room. The center of the room featured a thistle and plum hued rug, with what appeared to be a full-size bed on top of it with an oak headboard against the left wall. A nightstand and a floor lamp tethered each side. Across from the bed was a small dresser with a small television. On top of the television was a digital clock the size of a toddler’s shoe and the remote. 

Everything in the room seemed too small for the space. The shade on a tall window at the back of the room was pulled down to the frame, but the set of lace eyelet curtains were too short to reach the frame and ended awkwardly about a foot above it.  He had never recalled thinking such a thing about curtains before, that they could be awkward, but these were. The whole room was. 

However, it seemed clean. A quick inspection of the bathroom found it to be in working order with a lingering scent of bleach. There was no overhead light in the main area, but the floor lamps worked with a subdued quality. The shade for the window opened easily, revealing an atrium courtyard that allowed for a smidge more light. The bed looked comfortable and appeared to be free of bedbugs, which he always checked for no matter where he stayed. Honestly, he couldn’t see what the strangeness at the desk had been about, unless it was simply that the room itself was strange. Beyond the furniture being small for the space there was a something or other about it that just felt wrong. 

Perhaps because the lighting was lacking, or maybe because it had been a long day and he was really very tired, whatever the reason, the wrongness of the room felt as if maybe it was coming in slant ways, off kilter, off balance from just out of his periphery.

Hamish walked back to the window and looked out into the courtyard. The atrium below was filled with trees, ferns with large fronds, and orchids in an array of purples and pinks. There were even a couple of streetlamps and benches. Across the way was an identical looking brick section of the hotel with windows to other rooms overlooking the atrium. These two identical sides were attached by frosted glass walls to the left and to the right. The color of the glass reminded Hamish of a thistle he had once found encased in ice. Within these wave-riddled glass walls, set in iron framework along the edges, at the height of the fourth floor, were singular, horizontal brick stripes. He reckoned the stripes were the fourth-floor halls connecting the two brick sides of the hotel together. These brick sections were tall enough and long enough to be the exterior of the hallway walls. The dark sky was visible through a rounded glass roof that arched above, uniting all the sides. 

Making up his mind that he would go and get his luggage before the night progressed any further, he turned away from the window when his legs completely buckled and tumbling forward, he attempted to catch himself on the edge of the bed. There was too much space between the bed and the window, however, and he caught just the quilt and half pulled it into the floor where he landed.

This was new. He had never had his legs collapse out from under him before. Kneeling in the floor with the quilt in his fist, he did not move for several moments. He listened to his pulse. He listened for the strange music. Ultimately, he decided that he was just more tired than he realized and perhaps had a circulation issue considering how numb his foot had been and gave himself another moment before attempting to get up. 

When he did rise, his legs were not in any sort of pain. He felt fine, caught off guard, but fine. There was no further trouble in exiting the room. He checked to make sure he had his key and went to retrieve his luggage. The music had vanished from the elevator and if it were playing in the lobby, he couldn’t hear it over the continuing bustle of the patrons and employees. He saw a few recognizable faces when making his way back through the lobby—waved—nodded—and kept enough distance so as not to have to fully interact. That would wait until tomorrow. There was no room in his brain at the moment for social etiquette and polite conversations. Throughout this whole venture out and back, he kept testing his knees and legs, with extra bending and stretching of stride. They didn’t give any sort of suggestion of a problem. His heartbeat felt steady and his head clear with the exception of being tired.

When he returned and exited the elevator back on the fourth floor, he saw an attendant leaving the enclave with a cart, and caught sight of the baskets, which were now filled. Finding it very appealing that the pastries and fruit would be replenished in the evening and weren’t just for breakfast, he decided to pick up something to take back with him having completely forgotten about dinner and having no intention of going back out. Next to the baskets were clear plastic carry-out containers, paper plates, napkins, and paper cups for the coffee and tea stations that he had not been able to see from the hall. He picked out a banana, two blueberry muffins, and a packet of chamomile tea. He filled up a cup with hot water for the tea and went back to the room. At the door, he again found himself staring at the frosted numerals, as he juggled the make-do dinner with his one suitcase in an attempt to get his key out of his pocket. Before he could procure the key, just as he felt the plastic of it on the tips of his fingers, the card sensor clicked, flashed green, and the door handle bent, opening the door just slightly enough for him to see that he had left the entry way light on.

Pushing it the rest of the way open, he glanced around half expecting to see someone else in the room— perhaps by mistake, perhaps for nefarious reasons. He imagined throwing his hot water in their face, should they try anything stupid. There was no one. He checked the shower and under the bed, once he had put down everything except the hot water, which he held at the ready. Once those tedious and suspicious spaces were cleared, Hamish locked the door with the deadbolt and chain. He pulled the window shade down, put his tea into the hot water, relinquished it to a nightstand, lay the rose from his jacket beside it, and took a quick, though slightly paranoid shower. 

It was a relief to finally crawl into the bed. With the quilt folded down to the foot, he pulled the other blankets up close and opened the plastic carry out box that he had set down next to himself. Regretting not grabbing the television remote from where it sat on top of the small tv, he resigned himself to watching the digital clock, peeling back the wrapper from one of the blueberry muffins as the clock flashed from 8:00 to 8:01.

It was extremely tasty for a hotel grab and go muffin, being light and airy. The blueberries were fresh too. They didn’t seem at all like the sort of preserved, flavorless things that often pervade bulk distributed muffins. These muffins were probably made this evening and this one was quickly making him forget about the whole awkwardness of the hotel experience thus far. 

He finished the first one and the second, and about half the tea, then decided he would save the banana for tomorrow. It was early by his usual evening routine, however, tonight it was sufficiently late enough to sign off on the right to pass into sleep. 

He turned off the floor lamps, which could not be reached from the bed, much to his lazied dismay. The room was sufficiently dark and quiet with a soft glow coming in through the sides of the curtained shade from the courtyard streetlamps. The only other light came from the red dot of a bulb on a smoke detector, near the door. Once he lay down, he couldn’t even see that.

The sleep he had been anticipating with a great welcome, did not come. No sooner had he started to drift into that space between dreaming and awake when a blaze of blue vibrance filled the space behind his lids. Opening his eyes, now fully alert, he found the room blackened and like it had been when he lay down. He closed his eyes again and once again a blue vibrance broke across his sense of sight, as if someone were setting off flash bombs at the side of the bed. Again, he opened his eyes and found the room dark.  This time though, the room had lost its quiet. The same organish, piano pocked song from the lobby and the elevator, returned to him and moved about the bed in swirls of audible motion. It swooped and danced until it lay hovering near the window.

The strangest part of all was that he was sure he was only hearing it in his head, even though he knew he was not producing it from within himself.  It was intrusively in his brain space and yet it was from without that psychological firing range from which it swung and moved.

He lay motionless for moments peering into the dark and saw nothing but the shape of the nightstand and its surface contents. Listening, he thought he knew it was near the window, though he did not want to look over. He could not have said exactly how long he lay there, just that it kept playing and he kept listening and trying to discern the true source. At last, he sat up. The music did not stop. It did not soften. He began to wonder if perhaps he had a brain tumor. Perhaps he was ill. He’d had an egg salad sandwich from a gas station for lunch. Maybe the sandwich was bad. His stomach felt fine. It had felt fine all day. He did not even feel tired anymore, just perplexed, but not in any sort of pain. Even his foot was less numb. Oddly, now that he had sat up, he didn’t even feel afraid. 

The gritty, tighter portion of the song began. At this juncture, he climbed out of bed and put his ear to the wall in case it was coming from the neighboring room, though he knew it was not. Sighing deeply and feeling as though he had no choice, he went to the window, peeked around the side of the shade, and looked out into the courtyard, though he knew before he looked, the source would not be found there either.

Turning back from the window, he was met with the cream rose. It hung in the air before him at eye level. It bowed toward him, gave a spin matching the melody, and fell onto the floor at his feet. 

The music ceased. Immediately. Mid-note. Hamish stood in the silence, in the dark, and stared down at the rose.  He began to be slightly afraid. He’d had experiences as a child, far worse than this. Those were a long time ago. In comparison, he supposed, this spinning rose and phantom song should be things he could deal with, even if he did not know how to process them. 

Processing was always the hardest part. In moments like these, when it seemed fear should reign, his brain would try so desperately to grasp hold of logic, that fear would falter away in the presence of defiance and shift to wonderment. Defying logic, however, could only distract for so long. Eventually the other half of his brain would kick in—the half that says not to talk to strangers, the half that says to fight or flee—and then all the nerve endings in his body would begin to agree with that instinctive half of his brain. This was when he became afraid, when the wonderment was gone.

He bent down and picked up the rose, running his thumb over the petals as soft as their color.  Then he tentatively put it back on the nightstand and hastily placed himself back under the covers. Like a child, he sat there in the dark, wanting someone to come to his aid, to tell him that it was all fine, just his imagination, but he knew it wasn’t his imagination. It never had been.

ACT I
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Imagine Shadows Magazine 

July 14, 2015

The Consequent 

by Morely B.

I no longer find comfort in writing. The more I want to say, the less it wants to be said. Some stories don't like being told and this is one of them. A mentor once told me that my greatest asset was my stubborn nature. Perhaps it is my biggest flaw as I am telling the story whether it wishes to be told, or not. You may refer to me as Morely. I was a community actor at The Consequent, a small theater in the south. The Consequent, of course, is a pseudonym. It is my greatest hope that by hiding the true name, you will not be encouraged to seek the specific place and especially not seek it with any sort of misguided enthusiasm. I am certain there are many other places like it. 

Haunted theaters are not all that uncommon and hauntings in general are not uncommon in the south. Though I have not specified whether we are for this story in the south of Virginia, or the south of Wales. I feel it does not matter. The hauntings of each and of many other places are perhaps of equal frequency.

This story begins a long time before I ever set foot in The Consequent, but I cannot begin where I did not start. I have debated, scratched out, deleted, and re-written this beginning many times over. However, with the prodding of Luella and with great faith in God, I am beginning with my foot in the door. I stepped through a frame constructed by the crew, set in half a wall, which was painted to look like bricks and began a tedious monologue of which I only remember one turn of.  The light is oft a harbinger.  It was part of a one act that a local professor had written. We were performing for some esteemed visitors from the school by which it was about to be acquired. Being a friend of another professor, whose theater arts department had yet to fully materialize, I stepped in at his request to give voice to the lead.

The one act was just a small part of the plea. It was merely a jest as the board and committee needed to be impressed upon by the suitableness of our location with a tour of the facility and its given history. The Consequent dates back to the late seventeen hundreds and though small, has been host to a variety of well-known historical figures. It is often believed theaters have the ability to hold the impressions and emotions of those that have been so affected by what they witness during a performance, that their excitement, or empathic sorrow seeps from their souls and settles into the fixtures, carpets, and boards. It is often believed that we are pulling back more than a velvet curtain when we open a show, that something we give and something we take will linger long after our words and mimicries have passed. It was on this particular occasion that I began to believe this was true.
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