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    The maze is twenty-­five hundred yards square. Destin Management Group planted hedges before they even began construction on the hotel, since plants can’t be paid to hurry like contractors can. The hedges are twelve feet tall, lush, rounded smooth as sanded wood, and currently a dark black green. This is because the hotel is straight and monolithic, a stark white block on a flat stretch of Santa Barbara beach, the kind of building that inspires arguments about whether its simplistic appearance is a great leap forward in design, or whether a child with a crayon and a napkin could have drawn it while waiting for a five-­dollar grilled cheese. It’s visible from the Pacific Coast Highway but only just. The driveway is quite long so as to accommodate the hedge maze, which is the size of half a football field, and it is darkening, now, in the hotel’s shadow.




    In the maze’s center, the dark red roses are immaculate, thanks to four hours of grooming and possibly because Sid, a freckled and obese landscape technician, is singing “O Danny Boy” in his surprisingly gentle tenor. He told the landscape architect that romantic serenades are the secret to growing flawless red roses; fragile flowers need to know they’re loved. He also told the landscape architect he hated the hotel and would take the contract on the condition he never had to go inside. “It looks like a goddamn tooth. Like a tooth somebody yanked out and stuck on the beach.” He pointed at the hotel and spat in its direction, unaware anyone was listening. “Like it’d bite you when you weren’t watching close.”




    Manderley Resort does look somewhat like a tooth. Kinder meta­phors like “jewel” and “main sail” are more prominent in the marketing materials. Ads in every medium have ensured that Manderley is the talk of its demographic. Every third billboard in Los Angeles splashes a quote from Travel magazine about how tasteful, how opulent, and how special Manderley will be once it opens in August. It is now mid-­July. More tasteful and more opulent invitations arrived at the households of L.A.’s elite yesterday. It’s going to be the Party of the Year. It says so on the invitation. Charles Destin—owner of Destin Management Group, owner of Manderley Resort—does not know how to throw a party that is anything but the Party of the Year.




    Destin’s father was a diplomat who died in a hotel in Sierra Leone because a waiter agreed to take a contraband tray to Lamont Destin’s room. The waiter agreed to do this for seventeen American dollars. The tray had a bomb glued underneath it—a cheap bomb, composed of household products. Charles Destin was notified of his father’s death after a lacrosse match. He was ten years old. He won the lacrosse match, and he always includes this detail when the subject of his father’s death meanders into conversation. He also always mentions that the bomb was cheap, and the spray-­tanned skin around his capped teeth tightens when he says this, as though to be incinerated by an expensive bomb is somehow less offensive.




    In the maze, Sid’s wrist beeps, signaling the end of his workday. He croons his final verse to the dry, rose-­heavy air—“For you will bend”—snipping deep into a hedge so that a perfect bloom’s absence isn’t blight on the foliage. He slides his large clippers through a fat loop in his tool belt and takes a smaller pair from a thin loop, trimming the thorns from the rose’s twelve-­inch stem. Sid goes to the fountain at the center of the maze. Immense, made of stone, themed on fruit and hummingbirds, it sits dank and murky, its wide rim holding the detritus of Sid’s labor: excised leaf clots and thorny branches overflowing a black bucket, and plastic sandwich bags bunched in a rusted silver lunch pail. Sid tweezes the rose between thumb and forefinger, setting it on the fountain’s rim with exaggerated care. Using a schmaltzy pianissimo for the final strains of his ballad, he picks up the bucket, shuts his lunch pail and locks it, and departs from the maze’s center, taking the first right turn in his favored route, which is effective but not remotely efficient.




    On the nineteenth floor, Tessa is boarding the elevator. Its soft ding carries to the ballroom’s ceiling, thirty feet above her, and bounces off the mural there: a sunset sky in muted pinks and oranges, playing host to a dozen subtle, and subtly modern, cherubim. Their fleshy faces all stare down instead of up. The ballroom’s enormous west-­facing windows trap the earliest phases of an actual sunset. Bars of light and shadow crosshatch tables set with china finer than bone. White napkins are folded in the shapes of swans, magnolias, seashells. Only a few are folded in the shape of napkins. A clutch of red roses serves as each table’s centerpiece, and if a guest asks, staff is to confirm that the roses are from Manderley’s garden, though they’re not. Tessa placed a standing order with a florist last week to deliver fifty dozen every Monday.




    She holds the elevator’s glass doors open with her left boot and takes a final look at the southeast corner of the ballroom, where Jules is holding the base of a twenty-­foot ladder. Jules’s husband and catering partner, Justin, is finishing the pyramid of a thousand champagne flutes they began at seven this morning. At the Party of the Year, Charles Destin intends to climb this ladder and pour a bottle of champagne, the fizz of which will overflow the glass at the apex, to the four glasses under it, and so on, into a thousand glasses. A thin plastic hose worms up through the pyramid. The hose runs to a storage room, where four large tanks of champagne will finish the work that Destin’s pouring will start. Destin compared the illusion of the single bottle of Cristal filling a thousand glasses to the miracle of Jesus and his disciples feeding the five thousand with five loaves and two fish. When Destin made this comparison, Tessa rolled her eyes so hard, one of her contact lenses fell out.




    In the elevator, she presses the button for the eleventh floor. The glass doors slide shut, the nineteenth floor rises in front of her, and Tessa’s posture slackens, an exhale showing in her shoulders. She’s pretty, but not an obvious pretty. She tried modeling in college (“Because I’m a twig,” she said once), and the photographers told her she only looked right in three-­quarter profile, due to a face that’s a little long, a chin that’s weak, and cheekbones that don’t protuberate. Tessa’s the kind of person who latches onto criticism thankfully and treats compliments like insults. It’s infuriating.




    She makes a check mark on her clipboard as the eighteenth floor passes, and another as the seventeenth floor appears underneath her. The elevator is excruciatingly slow. This is because it is diamond shaped and made of glass. Every day at five o’clock, Tessa descends from the ballroom to the foyer, scrutinizing each floor for problems, and the process takes an hour. She usually walks the halls, but she doesn’t have time for that today. Her view from the elevator consists of the long hallway that links the north and south wings of guest rooms—the middle stem of a letter “I”—and this doubtlessly grates on her, to check off the premises as passing inspection without inspecting them thoroughly. The front sheet of her clipboard shows a diagram of Manderley’s layout with floors numbered one through twenty. The twentieth floor is shaded.




    Tessa makes a check mark on her diagram for the sixteenth floor. She taps her boot impatiently. Before the fifteenth floor appears, she makes a check mark in its space. She pinches the bridge of her nose, her eyes falling shut and staying that way, which means when the fifteenth floor does appear, and Vivica in the bright white hallway spies Tessa in the elevator and waves, Tessa doesn’t see her. Vivica is carrying a purple bottle of carpet cleaner and a white cloth, which she flaps ineffectually until Tessa sinks out of sight. Vivica’s mouth draws down in disappointment. She walks toward the north end of the hall, turns left, and sinks to her knees in the entryway of Room 1516. She sprays the carpet cleaner on a round, red stain the size of a quarter and curses it in a flurry of Spanish. She thinks an electrician cut himself. This is not what happened.




    The Killer is on the seventh floor. He’s washing his hands in Room 717, scrubbing vivid red from his nail beds and knuckles into the bathroom sink. He picks a fine, light hair from his shirt cuff, studies it with brief interest, and flicks it behind him. It lands on the white bath mat. The water in the sink is paling from a strange, swirled red orange to a shade that matches the gold leaf of the taps. A knife the length of an average man’s forearm is drying on a white towel beside the basket of assorted guest soaps.




    Tessa opens her eyes at the fourteenth floor, nods, and makes a firm check mark.




    She waits, and makes another for the twelfth floor.




    There is no thirteenth floor; Charles Destin is extremely superstitious.




    As the eleventh floor grows beneath her, Tessa winds a section of her thick, black hair into a twist at the nape of her neck. She does this many times throughout the day. She says her hair is too heavy to tie it all up, but her neck gets too hot if she leaves it all down. The elevator dings, the tone soothing, but when the doors slide open, she cringes at the scream of a drill. She follows the sound to the south end of the hallway and turns right, where the thickset lead electrician lets off his drill’s bulky trigger. He smiles, showing bad dental work.




    “Dirtbag leave?” he says.




    Tessa cocks an eyebrow. She would look disapproving, except her lips curl upward on one side.




    The lead electrician laughs. “All right, sorry. Did Charles Xavier Destin the Third leave yet?”




    “Imagine going through life with that name,” says Tessa, glancing around Room 1109 to make sure it’s pristine. “I think you’re doing fine, Pat.” She glances at a few flecks of drywall by his feet. “Not great, but fine.”




    The lead electrician stoops. His meaty fingers look incongruous picking drywall out of carpet. “I thought Chucky wanted us to stay on till we finished. Actually, I think his words were, ‘You fucks can stick around until your old ladies seal the fuck up from waiting—’ ”




    Tessa holds up a hand. “Yeah, I know. But we’re only using luxury suites for the party. That’s fourteen through seventeen, and they’re done. Right?”




    “Yes. Yes, ma’am, floors fourteen through seventeen are good to go.”




    “Then there’s no need for you guys to pull overtime, unless you want to.” She backs up a step, says, “Let me know,” and heads for the elevator.




    “That’s an easy one,” the lead electrician says, following her. He unclips a walkie-­talkie from the waistband of his jeans. “I’ll tell the guys we’ll knock off now, but only if you’re sure Chucky Destin won’t come yelling at you tomorrow.”




    “Let me tell them,” Tessa says. “And Charles doesn’t yell at me. He knows better.”




    Tessa smirks as she leaves the lead electrician laughing, satisfied she has undone the damage Destin inflicted when he threatened to fire the lead electrician and ruin his reputation by telling everyone who mattered anywhere that his company was a pathetic operation fucking incapable of following a fucking timetable and that he would have to relocate from California in order to ever work again. Destin made the same threat to every employee in the hotel. He does this whenever he visits. He is now very probably lounging in his limousine en route back to the city, on his cell phone to a business associate—Destin thinks he has friends, but he doesn’t—chatting about how scared employees are productive employees. There are apprentice electricians in Room 921, Room 525, Room 511, and Room 301, and Destin yelled at all of them. So Tessa visits all of them, one by one, and deploys her professional yet conspiratorial smile. She calls them each by their first names. She implies insults to Charles Destin without precisely insulting him. She is not above bending a shapely knee when the apprentice in Room 301 sulks that on top of everything, he lost his walkie-­talkie today. Tessa relates a story about losing one shoe at a concert festival in college and hopping across the park like an idiot to buy flip-­flops at Walgreens. She leaves him laughing, boards the elevator, and checks her watch when the third floor rises away.




    The Killer is in Room 717, sitting on the edge of the king-­sized bed. A walkie-­talkie crackles by his hip and says, “Okay, guys, you heard the lady. Pack it in and make sure you’re not leaving crap in the carpet. We’re outta here in twenty.” The Killer looks at the clock radio on the cherrywood night table. It’s difficult to tell where he’s looking, as he’s wearing a mask. It’s the same mask from the Halloween movies, the ones with Jamie Lee Curtis. He’s also wearing navy blue coveralls. He is an amazingly large man, and, one could tell even without firsthand experience, incredibly strong.




    Tessa does not exit the elevator on the second floor. When the doors slide open, familiar sniffs and squeaks reach her from the direction of the housekeeping storage area. There, among shelves of supplies, Delores, the head of housekeeping, is counting toilet paper and crying. Tessa stands in the yawning elevator, her right foot arrested in a step forward, her expression torn, then pitying, then decisive. She reverses and presses the button for the foyer. Tessa likes Delores, but Delores cries at pet food commercials, spilled all-­purpose cleaner, surprise homemade birthday cupcakes—the list is endless. Delores is inconsolable for at least ninety minutes after a profanity-­laden tirade from Charles Destin.




    Tessa never cries. She hardly ever lets herself look exhausted—at least, not in front of people. She frequently looks exhausted when she is alone—or, when she thinks she is alone.




    She leans against the elevator’s back wall and lets her neck go slack. Her head bonks against the glass, once. Twice, three times, while the first floor swells around her. In the morning, sunlight makes the glass elevator into a prism as it arrives in the foyer, but not now. Tessa shakes her head at the chandelier, a piece of modern art with white sconces in the shape of a pinecone. It cost seven million dollars. Even if it were lit, it would not prevent the foyer—which boasts east-­facing windows every bit as long and impressive as the ballroom’s facing west—from looking like a gargantuan, vaulted tomb in the late afternoon, with its white counters, white sofas, and white marble floors. Tessa’s apartment is a one-­bedroom in Anaheim—the good part of Anaheim, but still. Her apartment has indoor-­outdoor carpet and a stove on which only three out of four burners work, and her savings account surpassed six figures long ago.




    As the main elevator slows still further to settle at its terminus, Tessa’s chin lifts. The elevator dings, and the doors slide open. Shoulders back, she walks to the manager’s office, where the lone person on the first floor sits behind a desk, holding his head in his hands. Destin really let Franklin have it. Franklin leaves his head in his hands, though he must hear Tessa’s boots clacking on the foyer’s Italian marble. She arrives at his office, leans in the doorway—clipboard held parallel to the crease in her black skirt—and waits.




    “Don’t tell me he didn’t mean it, Tessie,” Franklin says.




    Tessa doesn’t like being called “Tessie”—or anything other than “Tessa”—but she’s never told Franklin that.




    “I won’t,” Tessa says. “But I will tell you he barked at everybody in the hotel. Everybody. Including apprentice electricians he’d never met before.”




    Franklin raises his head, but keeps a hand over his face. He does this to look silly. It is effective, but not in an endearing way. “He told me I’m not fit to manage a McDonald’s.”




    “Aw, Frank,” says Tessa. Her mouth twitches. “Of course you’re not.”




    Franklin reclines in his ergonomic office chair. He is short, muscular, hairy, and gay. “Shit on that.” Now he’s grinning. “I could manage the shit out of a McDonald’s.”




    Tessa said once that the trick to managing Franklin is to feign amusement at his moods and support his own bouts of insecurity so that his narcissism comes to the fore to galvanize his tenuous sense of self. She didn’t use these exact words. She said, “Tell an asshole he’s an asshole nicely and he’ll fight you.” But she also feels sorry for Franklin. She once said, “He has all the backbone of a jellyfish on a clothesline.” Her expression softens as he reaches to the bottom drawer of his desk and extracts a bottle of scotch and two cut crystal glasses.




    “Frank,” she says with a tone.




    He pours an inch of scotch. Tessa takes the glass he hands her, but she dumps the liquor in a potted banana tree by the door. Franklin knocks his back.




    Tessa says, “Charles thinks he understands people, but he doesn’t. Makes him dangerous.” She sets her glass on Franklin’s desk blotter.




    “Dangerous.” Franklin laughs, lightened by Tessa’s confession. “It surprises me you would use the word ‘dangerous.’ ”




    Tessa makes a mark on her clipboard. “It’s the right word.”




    “How are we doing? For real?”




    “We’re in great shape. We’re two days ahead on the ballroom setup, and housekeeping can’t do anything but stock counts until electric’s done on three through twelve—”




    “That’s not my fault.”




    Tessa’s posture stiffens, so slightly that only a knowing eye would see it. “It’s no one’s fault. Charles didn’t allow for overtime, Pat didn’t notify him the timeline got wonky because of it, nobody told me any of that, so how could I tell you?” She tucks a hair into the twist at the nape of her neck and doesn’t wait for Franklin’s answer. “I have to catch Sid before he leaves. I doubt Charles trekked all the way into the maze, but he might’ve.”




    Franklin calls a thank-­you. Tessa waves without looking around. Passing the information desk and the check-­in counter, she walks to the front entrance and out. She turns around in the reception driveway, looks directly into Camera 3, and says, “You know how Charles is. Don’t take it personally.”




    I almost laugh. Tessa holds the camera’s gaze for several seconds, her face firm. She’s imagining my team members on the twentieth floor. She thinks they’re nodding at the monitor and scoffing over hot cups of coffee. Her imaginings are vague, because Tessa’s never been to the twentieth floor.




    She turns, jogs three steps, and then walks again when she sees that two vans still squat at the maze’s entrance. One is dirty and green with “Donaldson Landscaping” stenciled on the side panel. The other is clean and dented, black and blank; it belongs to the electricians. Tessa rounds the vans just as Sid materializes in the maze’s narrow opening. His girth, his bucket of greenery, and his jolly smile at seeing her make Sid look like an oversized garden gnome. Their body language is casual, and their conversation lasts less than four minutes. Toward the end, Sid shakes his head. He points toward the maze and mimes a rich-­man walk by sticking his nose in the air. Tessa laughs, smug she was correct that Destin wouldn’t dirty his suit simply to hurl curse words at the man who tends the hedges. She smiles fondly at Sid: here is one fewer person for her to placate. She tells him with fake sternness that she’s off to check his work, and Sid wipes his brow with fake worry. Tessa waves good-­bye. She disappears.




    She reappears, via Camera 2. She’s checking her watch. It is five fifty-­eight p.m. Her body wilts, her feet slow, but her route is much more efficient than Sid’s. Her neck sags to one side, then the other. Tessa unties the twist of her hair and shakes the full weight of it back, unaware how lovely and calm the gesture makes her look, certainly unaware that as she arrives in the maze’s center, Camera 1 motion-­activates and shows her trudging toward the fountain, exhausted.




    Sid tosses his equipment in the back of the van. He slams the rear doors and gets in the front seat, emerging a second later to pick a brochure out of his windshield wiper. He frowns at it. Destin placed it there before diving into his limousine and racing back to Los Angeles.




    “Safety. Luxury. Manderley.”




    It’s a slogan that means whatever the prospective guest wants it to mean. The brochure is illustrated with the cliché ocean vistas and eerily clean interiors of any coastal hotel, but it hints at a level of privacy unattainable anywhere else. It promises a movie star sojourn from a bad breakup. It tells the hedge fund manager discretion will be afforded his mistress. It informs the dignitary who has com­mitted terrible atrocities that his transgressions are of no interest here. This is a business that understands business. The background checks for employees are extensive, the hiring process complex. There will be no waiters spiriting bombs upstairs for seventeen American dollars—and especially not cheap bombs—because the hotel pays its employees extremely well.




    But Sid is a subcontractor. He makes twelve-­fifty an hour, and he has moderate to serious class rage.




    Destin knows this. He laughed about it with his driver. His driver is Somali and speaks no English.




    Sid throws the brochure over his shoulder. He’s good-­humored but not stupid, and he’ll proudly tell someone on first meeting about his quick Irish temper. He slams the van door behind him. The starter grinds. The brochure puffs from the gravel as he blows by it, soaring much higher than one would expect, and flutters down like a serene bird to land on a hedge’s smooth, squared top. The van’s tires squeal down the driveway.




    Tessa blinks at the noise. Her brow furrows, but then it relaxes. She’s busy perusing the roses that spit from the hedges like a million arterial bleeds. Cursory inspections here are fine. Sid does excellent work. She’s only ever had to reprimand him once, for defecating into a shrub to save himself a trip inside the hotel.




    She sits on the fountain’s wide rim. Her clipboard crushes the flower Sid left her. She’s unzipping her left boot. There’s the click of the zipper down the teeth, to the heel. She winces pulling it off. Then she does her right. She pivots around on her behind to face the fruit and hummingbirds carved in gray granite. She looks at her feet submerging. A plub sound. The black water is warm, oily from a long July day, and she moves her feet in overlapping circles, smiling tiredly at the Venn diagram they create. Or smiling at their motion, as if they existed separately from her. Or at the water, its ridges and scales, the shush they whisper rippling outward from her soft knees. One can be forgiven for wondering—especially one who sees her do this every day at six p.m.—where her mind goes when she watches her feet draw circles underwater, what window to what world lies at the bottom of that dark fountain. She never looks so sad as when she looks almost happy. And it’s very nearly possible, seeing her at peace for the last time, to delude myself that she will remain there, static, safe.




    To ignore the Killer in Room 717, rising from the bed.




    Or the motorcycle zooming up Manderley’s long driveway, which wraps around either side of the maze like a noose.
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    The electricians have arrived in the foyer. They took the stairs. Their voices were indecipherable in the stairwell, but here, in the spacious foyer’s excellent acoustics, each is distinct. They’re making fun of the apprentice who lost his walkie-­talkie. “Vin, buddy, you gonna lose your dick next—”; “Nah, Vin’s girl got it in a jar on the—”; “Yeah! Ha! Woo! She’s—”; “Important. Expensive, too,” says the lead electrician, who has a hand on Vin’s slouching back. “I know every kid had a walkie-­talkie, but they were cheap kids’ toys, and these are part of the trade, Vin. Okay?”




    Tessa’s head snaps up from the fountain. She looks terrified. Her breath stops; it’s Pavlovian. She grabs her clipboard and tries to calm herself—some internal conversation, counterargument to a nightmare. The motorcycle engine gives a final grunt and is silent. Tessa’s chest collapses in. Rises-­collapses. The sound of her panicked respiration is enough to make an invested observer panic, too, but she grabs her left hand with her right and digs her thumbnail into her palm. Pain pulls her eyes wide open, and her breathing normalizes. She laughs, not happily, dismissing her fear of a revving motorcycle like a judge would a case with no evidence. She’s brutal about putting her boots back on and yanking the front pieces of her hair into a low knot.




    A young man in a motorcycle jacket eases down his kickstand with bizarre physical grace. He levers himself off the bike the same way. His clothing and transportation bespeak an idolization of Steve McQueen, but he’s tall, slight. He looks up at Manderley, and he pales. The hotel can have that effect at twilight. Its flat white façade with several hundred panes of clear glass is intimidating—the tired simile of empty windows as eyes. He touches his motorcycle’s handlebars, as if for comfort. He stuffs his hands in his pockets and begins to pace. Occasionally he puts a rough hand through his short, dark hair.




    The young man in the motorcycle jacket becomes the central point for two approaching parties: Tessa, from the hedge maze, her boot heels punching divots in the soil and the electricians, from the foyer, whose cacophony is dying down at Vin’s lack of reaction to their mockery. The electricians’ exit from the foyer doors and Tessa’s exit from the maze are nearly simultaneous. Nearly, but not quite. The electricians are first.




    Vin says, “Whoa!” He’s staring at the motorcycle parked by their van.




    “Dude!” says another apprentice.




    The young man turns to them. Tessa sees him in profile, and she drops her clipboard. It clatters against a low marble plaque recommending that any guests who fear tight spaces should forgo the hedge maze. Attached to the plaque is a cube of Plexiglas; it is designed to hold maps of the maze, which Tessa hopes will obviate guest complaints that the path is too difficult. The young man turns back to Tessa. He’s looking at her like she’s a mirage.




    “Domini?” says Pat, who’s looking at the young man like he’s a mirage.




    Seconds later, the young man in the motorcycle jacket has vanished, surrounded by the five electricians. Their gruff handshakes and slaps to the young man’s back give Tessa, who remains standing stiff as an ax handle, a chance to pick up her clipboard and compose her features, which briefly slide into an arrangement completely foreign to her face: skin crimped and pinking, mouth pressed thin, eyes wet. She swallows, her throat convulsing several times, like whatever she’s feeling is something she must digest. It appears to work. She walks toward the huddle of men with the hard façade she wears on mornings when she has important meetings on her schedule.




    The electricians are behaving like girls at a dance who want to be looked at, listened to: “Damn, that jump at Saratoga—”; “Watched it the night my kid was born. Wife kept telling me to turn off the—”; “Haven’t seen you. Heard you’re mostly promoting—”




    “Brian?” Tessa says. She makes a check mark on her clipboard. This action is an excuse to study the hedge maze, and not the young man in the motorcycle jacket, whose name, one supposes, must be Brian.




    “Listen,” says Pat to Brian, fumbling in the pockets of his drywall-­specked jeans, “I know you must get this all the time, but—” He shoves a pen and perhaps a receipt into Brian’s hand. “For my son. He’s a fan. I mean, I am, too, but he’d flip shit if I came home with—”




    “Sure,” Brian says, and more pens and odd scraps of paper appear by his hands. “What’s your son’s name?” He grins at Tessa. It’s not a creepy or smarmy grin. It’s boyish. Kind.




    Tessa doesn’t smile back. As Brian scrawls personal messages for each of the electricians and signs in swooping cursive underneath, Tessa is fighting a civil war behind her eyes. They want to weep, but they want to scream—but they want to weep for other reasons. Tessa is a difficult woman to love. She likes sex, but she also likes boxing. She looks at her opponent, at least, when she’s boxing. And when sex does weaken her a little, usually right at the end, she looks exactly like this.




    Except, not exactly like this. This is exponential. She’s building her resistance to emotion up so high, it’s crumbling under its own unbelievable weight, as if she’s begging this kid—this Brian—to go away before her powers of resistance expire.




    He’s finishing his last autograph, the bastard. “It’s nice you guys remember. Thanks. Really, thanks.” He hands a scrap to Vin, who holds it as though terrified to fold it.




    “Man,” Vin says, “when Mitch wiped out—”




    “Shut up, shithead!” hisses Pat.




    Brian’s smile dims.




    “Sorry,” says Vin. “Sorry, Domini, man. I didn’t mean nothing, I just—I remember that.” Vin looks at the autograph. He points at where the paper’s still blank, like something’s missing. “It was like my brother died, too.”




    “You even have a brother?” Tessa says, her voice hard as nail heads.




    Vin looks at her, surprised. So do the other workmen. They forgot her, if they made note of her at all. “Yeah, I do.”




    Tessa moves closer. The men make a space for her, and she occupies it. “Is he your twin brother?”




    “No,” Vin says. He hangs his head. “No, he’s not.”




    Brian puts out his hand. He doesn’t touch Tessa. He puts his hand in the middle of the circle of men that Tessa’s invaded, and they all look at it. It seems to ask for peace. His short fingernails have rings of black underneath them. He says again, “Thanks, guys. Really, I mean it.” Before they can thank him in return, Brian asks, “Tess, could I talk to you a second?”




    The men disperse with halfhearted waves and mumbled thank-­yous. Pat waits until all his apprentices are in the van and then shakes a finger at Vin. It is doubtful this scolding involves walkie-­talkies.




    Tessa watches the van.




    Brian watches Tessa, catches himself, and watches the van.




    It reverses, pebbles popping in its tire treads, and makes a U-­turn in the north parking lot, which contains ten vehicles among spaces for two hundred. It passes Brian and Tessa, dividing them at an angle from the . . .




    

      Camera 3




      . . . front door, where Franklin pokes his head out, furtively, before the van’s bulk rolls away. He’s holding a large pair of scissors.




      Camera 2




      . . . maze. The van’s shadow almost obscures Brian’s arm as it reaches on instinct for Tessa, in case the van gets too close.


    




    Brian puts his hands in his pockets as if he doesn’t trust them. “You’re wondering what the hell I’m doing here.”




    Tessa crosses her arms and bends one knee.




    “And there’s a great reason.” Brian’s mouth and eyes squinch. He’s trying to effect charm but achieves only constipation.




    She twists at the waist and peers at Brian haughtily. Usually, this stance of Tessa’s unnerves men. But Brian first smiles, amused at her pose, and then hides a laugh in his fist. Tessa glares at him. Brian pretends to cough, his teeth flashing despite the hotel’s towering shadow. He says, trying not to laugh, “I was in the neighborhood.”




    Tessa stomps her foot, her mouth puckered angrily, her entire body suddenly open, yet defiant. Brian shakes his head, laughing loudly now, and reaches as if to hug her. But Tessa is in that same instant stalking toward the hotel. She looks gray in its long silhouette.




    The Killer has left Room 717. He is approaching the seventh-­floor cleaning closet at the south end of the hallway. If one were stepping out of the glass elevator, one would turn right and walk forty feet, and there would be no mistaking the slatted door that bends outward in three sections (in the style of laundry facilities or other functional household areas) for a guest room. There would be no reason for any guest to open it. The Killer opens the cleaning closet: plastic bottles full of primary colors, white towels of various sizes, vacuum attachments, furniture polish, and carpet cleaner. There would be no reason to suspect the sturdy shelves or their contents. The Killer holds a controller—it resembles a garage door opener—in his left hand. He double-­checks that the hallways are empty, presses the controller’s single button, and the cleaning closet’s shelves slide sideways. The Killer boards the secret elevator. He pulls the cleaning closet’s door closed—flattening its three folds—before pressing the controller’s button again. The cleaning closet shelves reposition. The secret elevator is not beautiful, like the glass elevator. Fluorescent-­lit and blond-­wood-­paneled, it’s the kind of elevator that belongs in a bureaucratic institution. But it is much faster than the main elevator. The Killer presses the button marked “8.”




    Brian says, “Wait. Wait, Tess, wait. Wait.” He doesn’t touch her. He cuts off her path to the front doors instead.




    She tries to get around him. “Bri? Move.”




    “I need to talk to—”




    Tessa’s quite quick, particularly at ducking. Anyone who’s boxed with her would know that. She rushes past Brian, and inside, and is most of the way across the foyer—watching him over her shoulder—before his voice rings toward the gaudy chandelier, shouting, “Tess, for God’s sake, don’t be—”




    The blade slices her cleanly.




    “Mon Dieu!” Henri cries, and drops a large knife. A thin stream of red splashes from its tip.




    Tessa grabs her left palm. She squeezes her eyes shut as her mouth falls open.




    Brian is also, it becomes obvious, quite quick. He shakes Henri by the lapels of his white chef’s coat—“What the damn hell!”—and shoves hard enough that Henri’s considerable girth tumbles backward over a reception sofa. Brian, in seemingly the same movement, bends low to Tessa and tries to coax her hands apart. His forehead is touching her forehead. One can imagine how their exhales must be mingling. He is saying something, whispering it, and this—his whispering—appears to cause Tessa much more pain than the cut across the palm of her hand, which she eventually shows him. Blood fills it in a shallow pool.




    “It’s nothing,” she says.




    “It’s not nothing.” Brian shucks his jacket and tears the sleeve off his black T-­shirt.




    Tessa laughs a little. “So macho, Bri.”




    “Thanks,” he says, tying the cloth like a crude bandage. “I’ll take you to the hospital.”




    “If you think for one bald second I’m getting on that motorcycle—”




    “We’ll take your car.”




    “No,” she says, “we won’t. I’m not leaving, I have tons of work to do.”




    “Mon Dieu,” Henri says again, his legs akimbo on the reception sofa, his snowman’s torso struggling for the torque to right itself on the plush rug. “This is why chefs die of the heart failure! This is absurde! I come to you with problem, as you tell me to do, and I become victime of assault.”




    “Hey.” Brian points at the knife on the floor. “Who assaulted who? Why’re you running around with Ginsu knives? Riddle me that, Pepe, okay?”




    Henri, finally managing to sit up, says to Tessa, “Pepe? Who is Pepe?”




    Tessa massages her closed eyes. She might be battling a grin. “What problem, Henri?”




    “The dishwasher. She is broken!” He shakes a fist in the air. Fat and on the floor, he looks like a spoiled toddler. “I bring the knife to show you.”




    “So it’s a dirty knife,” Brian says. “Great. Good, that’s great.”




    Tessa picks the knife up, turns it. Her blood glistens on the edge. It’s beautiful. “You couldn’t have shown me a spoon.”




    Henri farts thunderously as he stands. “You claim to me this is not a problem? Four days until the soirée and no dishwasher? This night is for the testing of the coulis. How do I make many coulis without dishwasher? I pile dishes until tomorrow, when man for repairs can come? This is what I do? This is what you ask of me? This is why the chefs die young. Mon Dieu, c’est tragique!”




    During Henri’s tirade, Brian tried to take Tessa’s arm. She wouldn’t let him. So he gestured to a reception armchair with one shoulder high in aggravation and the other low like a supplicant’s. Tessa is now sitting down. Brian again examines her cut as if he might have missed something the first time.




    The Killer has been wandering the eighth, ninth, and tenth floors. It’s methodical wandering. He’s traced each floor’s layout, a predictable square on either side of the elevator’s long hallway. Door after numbered door, slowly, taking his time, passing every guest room. He is now passing Room 1016.




    Vivica, in the entryway of Room 1516, is making progress with the stain on the carpet.




    “No hospital,” Tessa says to Brian. He throws his hands up and goes to the lobby’s modern fireplace (white marble, deep—children could have a tea party in it), where he hits his head against the mantel for show, only it hurts worse than he planned. He hides a wince from Tessa as she tells Henri, “I can call a repairman out tonight.”




    “Repairman will not come! Repairman will say tomorrow, and I will waste a day in the dishes. They are not to use when dirty.” Henri reaches for the dirty Ginsu knife, which Tessa placed on an end table.




    Brian points at him. “You touch that knife again, I’ll kick your ass.” The threat wouldn’t work on a man who knows threats. The effortful tone is all wrong.




    But Henri whimpers, “Mon Dieu.”




    “We’ll figure it out,” Tessa says. She presses her bandage, and her fingers come away sopped red.




    “How about this,” Brian says. “If I fix the dishwasher, will you go to the hospital?”




    Tessa looks out the long windows at his motorcycle. “Not on that.”




    “I said already we’d take your car.”




    Henri stares at Brian like he might be Jesus. “He can fix her?”




    Tessa gets up and goes to the main elevator. “Yeah,” she says, “he can fix anything.”




    Tessa’s a difficult person to get to know. Conversations about family or childhood get brushed aside as unimportant, irrelevant, dumb. The past is over, she’ll say. Haven’t you read any self-­help? You’re supposed to live in the present. She sidesteps and counters with questions of her own that focus conversation back on the questioner.




    But there are files. Some of them are juvie files, but then there are bribes.




    Tessa was found in a Dumpster when she was two days old.




    Tessa’s holding the main elevator open. As he gets in, Henri is describing the dishwasher in detail to Brian, who looks at Tessa like he wishes she’d look at him. When the elevator . . .




    

      Camera 4




      . . . disappears with Brian and Henri and Tessa inside it, Franklin darts from the stairwell and scurries across the foyer like a tweed rat. He shuts himself in his office, placing the large pair of scissors in his desk.




      Camera 12




      . . . passes the second floor, Tessa sees Delores wiping her eyes en route to the housekeeping office. Tessa moves to make a note and says, “Damn it. My clipboard.” Brian hides a snicker in a fake sneeze.


    




    The Dumpster was in Spokane. Tessa went into foster care. She had twelve homes in eight years, all in northern Washington State. When she was eight years old, she went to live with Troy and Lorraine Domini. Troy and Lorraine had two other foster sons, twin boys, Mitch and Brian, ten years old. Tessa lived at Troy and Lorraine’s until she turned eighteen, and then she went to UCLA. Yet she is not over being abandoned in a heap of trash, wrapped haphazardly in a white blanket patterned with blue and yellow ducklings, her hair light then, and wispy, her mouth a round, wailing hole in the police photographs—no one gets over that. Tessa needs to be liberated from those memories. She should confide them. And if she won’t confide them, there are files.




    But information from files can be as irritating as it is illuminating. Files don’t mention, for instance, that even in an elevator with an annoyingly verbose chef describing every conceivable challenge involved in creating the perfect cherry coulis, Brian is jocular. His eyes laugh. Tessa bites her lower lip to keep from laughing with his eyes. Their bodies, even with a considerably wider body between them, possess a kind of visible static. Tessa’s hips seem overactive. They tick outward or rest on the elevator’s railing, in turns. The blood on her hand has pooled past the bandage. Brian picked up his jacket before getting in the elevator, mostly—it seems—so he’d have pockets to shove his hands into. His hands are so far in his jacket pockets that they make conspicuous forward bulges. He is fit, but not so fit as to seem vain.




    It doesn’t seem fair that men preoccupied with being fit are naturally assumed to be vain.




    The Killer is boarding the secret elevator on the twelfth floor. Vivica, on the fifteenth floor, is telling the stain in Spanish that it is no match for her, and she is right.




    There is no thirteenth floor.




    Tessa sees something from the glass elevator that makes her forehead furrow. Henri doesn’t notice, because he’s ranting to Brian about the unstable flavor of cherries. Brian notices Tessa noticing something and says, “What’s wrong?”




    “I thought—the closet at the end of the hall—” She huffs and blows a strand of hair out of her eyes. “Forget it. I’m sleep deprived.”




    “The profile, I tell you,” says Henri, “it has a volatility that the common mouth does not comprehend. To add cinnamon is to make them too sweet, liquor and it is overspicy. I try vinegar. I get desperate, monsieur—I try vinegar! And this fucker Destin says he ruin me, says I am mad. Who made me mad, this I ask you!”




    The glass elevator passes the fourteenth floor. At the south end of the hall on the fourteenth floor, in the secret elevator, the Killer presses his controller’s single button, and the cleaning closet’s shelves shift sideways. He looks through the slats in the cleaning closet door to make sure the glass elevator has passed. He must have seen Tessa glimpse him. He’s holding a knife much sharper than the one with which Henri accidentally sliced Tessa’s hand. It’s a knife the length of two of the sets of scissors Franklin used to disable the dishwasher. The Killer walks the fourteenth floor, methodically checking the door of each luxury room. They are all locked. Downstairs, . . .




    

      Camera 5




      . . . Franklin picks up the phone in his office. He looks at the receiver in bewilderment and joggles it a few times to confirm the landlines are not working. He laughs an unpleasant laugh that reminds the ear of a weasel. He takes a cell phone from his top desk drawer. Cell phones are against hotel protocol. Charles Destin himself made it clear he believes cell phones compromise employee productivity and, by extension, guest satisfaction. He dictated that all employee cell phones and other devices be deposited in the break room lockers on the second floor. Franklin presses his phone’s screen to blue it, taps, and puts the phone to his ear. “Tell the boss I messed with the dishwasher . . . Yeah, little things adding up to big things, like he said . . . And—uh—the phones. I got the landlines down, too.” Franklin is lying. The Killer disabled the landlines. “Yeah, later . . . No, I’ll wait till it’s dark . . . Right, nobody gets hurt—hey, we’ve got flashlights . . . Yeah.” It’s easy to infer that Franklin is on the phone with Cameron Donofrio, or, more likely, an associate of Cameron Donofrio. Donofrio Properties is the principal rival of Destin Management Group. Charles Destin has long suspected Cameron Donofrio was infiltrating and sabotaging his properties. To a sane mind, Destin’s paranoia seemed like so much rich-boy bullshit. The revelation of Franklin’s call makes one wonder about Destin’s reasons for building a hotel with the most sophisticated surveillance capacities ever attempted in the private sector. How much they had to do with catching the mole, Franklin, in a conversation like this one. “All right . . . Yeah, I’ll report later tonight.”




      Camera 17




      . . . Delores hears the intercom in the housekeeping office. The office is next door to the housekeeping storage area, where Delores is discarding a bulk bottle of expired shampoo. She crabs down a ladder and hurries toward the tinny voice. She wouldn’t hurry toward the voice if it weren’t Tessa’s. Delores hates men. Delores has a right to hate men, but that doesn’t make it any less frustrating for a man to whom she is supposed to listen. Delores’s office has the only security feed anywhere in the hotel besides the twentieth floor. It’s a tiny television that streams motion-activated activity from everywhere in Manderley. Delores is supposed to have this television on at all times. The television is on, but Delores has taped her to-do list over the screen, in order to stick it to the head of security, who told her she was very important, his number two, the last line of defense. Delores is the only person in the hotel—besides security—who knows about the secret elevator. If her to-do list weren’t taped over the screen, Delores would see the Killer boarding the secret elevator on the fourteenth floor. She would see her number two, Vivica, still warring with the bloodstain on the fifteenth floor. Delores hates men because her husband beat her for ten years. She tried to leave him four times, and he found her four times. The fourth time, she shot him. She didn’t kill him. This is all in her police file. Her lawyer got her off. She limps slightly because her husband broke her tibia with a baseball bat when she was twenty-two. She was pregnant at the time. She limps into the housekeeping office. “Hi, Tessa. Sorry for the wait. I’m here.”


    




    Tessa kicks the glass elevator’s door frame, probably cursing its slowness, and speaks into the emergency phone, which can access the intercom system if one has the proper pass code. “Del, how’re you doing?”




    Delores says she’s fine.




    “I saw you crying, hon. I’m on the elevator,” Tessa says. The ele­vator sings its soft note for the nineteenth floor. Its doors slide open. Tessa signals Henri and Brian to go ahead. Henri rushes for a quartet of sous-­chefs; they’re sitting at a table playing Go Fish. “Don’t let Charles get to you,” Tessa tells Delores. “You know how he can be.” Brian leans against the elevator doors to keep them open. Tessa signals again that he should go ahead. Brian shakes his head and smiles—at her, then at his feet.




    “I’m fine now,” Delores says. She wipes her tears, determined to make the statement true since it’s Tessa who’s asking. “Really, I’m okay. Why’re you calling on the intercom?”




    “The landline isn’t working. Electricians probably nicked it.” She asks Brian, as if it is a long-­dead habit to always ask Brian, “Is that possible?”




    Brian says, “It’s possible. I doubt it, though. Electric and phone are kept separate for just that reason.” He adds, for false modesty’s sake, “But I’m no expert.”
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“TERRIFYING, SEXY, DIZZYING, AND IMPOSSIBLE TO LOOK AWAY FROM."
—TIM JOHNSTON, author of Descent
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