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  FOREWORD




  My novel Hotel Alpha is designed to be read in two stages. There is the novel itself, which you may even have read already, and these one hundred stories, which also appear on

  the website www.hotelalphastories.com. These stories span the same time period as the novel and shine an alternative light on the plot.

  They show the hidden links between some of its main events, solve mysteries, and give voice to some of the thousands of minor characters and dramas which make up the life of the Hotel Alpha while

  the main story is playing out. They can be read in any order and in any quantity.




  Everyone knows that human stories are always bigger and more complex than they appear – the relationships and connections between us all are infinite, and a book can only do so

  much. The Internet, though, removes the physical limitations of the novel, opening up possibilities that have never before existed for readers and writers. We can now choose how much of a story we

  want to tell, and how much of it we want to know: in theory we can keep going forever. The one hundred extra stories of Hotel Alpha don't quite go that far, and you as a reader probably have other

  plans for the rest of your life. But it's a start . . .




  Mark Watson




  





  
Restaurant and Elsewhere, 1964




  Anthony and Rosalynn won’t meet for fifteen years, but tonight they came within yards of one another in the Hotel Alpha’s restaurant. Anthony and Rosalynn, who will

  one day sleep together as Tony and Roz, are going to set eyes on each other tonight as seven-year-olds without either of them thinking twice about it. Strange how often life teases you with these

  film trailers, these little hints as to what lies ahead.




  Tonight, both seven-year-olds have peeped at the new Post Office Tower, nearly finished now, an exoskeleton of shiny steel covering the spine of disc-like innards which were once vulnerably

  exposed to the sceptical brown-grey city. It doesn’t look vulnerable any more: it looks, now, like the sort of weird, excitingly modern monster the future is meant to consist of.

  There’s a lot of construction going on. The Hotel Alpha itself is new. Actually, the building is old; it was built in the 1870s and the exterior is much as it always was, but inside,

  everything is modern: the informal manner of the owner, the self-consciously late hours of the restaurant, the garish floral shirts and long hair of the bar crowd. Even the things which follow the

  existing grand-hotel tradition – the marble floor and chunky reception desk, the chandeliers – exhibit a note of cheeky subversion. The hotel isn’t all that grand, in fact, except

  in its ambitions.




  None of this is of interest to Anthony or Rosalynn, the two children whose paths cross tonight. Not only are they both too young to care how hotels look: both are unhappy.




  Anthony is lying on a camp bed pretending to be asleep, as he has been for the past couple of hours. His parents have been arguing the entire time. The mood between them was scratchy all day.

  They’re in London to visit his uncle Ken, his dad’s brother; but Ken didn’t have room for them all to stay because of some problem with his landlord. This annoyed Anthony’s

  mother, because it meant a late change of plan. Then they couldn’t find a hotel, and, not knowing London at all, ended up booking into the Alpha. Although pretty reasonable (his mum’s

  view) it’s still a sight more than they should be spending (his dad’s), and so he too got annoyed. They ate dinner in near silence in the restaurant, and Anthony didn’t dare ask

  if he could have dessert, even though he would have given everything in his piggy bank for an ice-cream sundae like the one that arrived for the girl on the next table. Then they came up to the

  room and things worsened. His dad shouted at his mum for taking too long in the bathroom taking off her make-up. She said something about how she hadn’t wanted to come on this trip, and some

  things about his side of the family which Anthony didn’t understand. He washed his face and brushed his teeth as quickly as he could, got into the camp bed the hotel concierge had set up for

  them, rolled over onto his side facing away from his parents, towards the window, and wished he was asleep.




  But it didn’t happen; his brain felt as if it were tossing and turning, flipping over in his skull and jumping at every sound – a siren on the street below, a

  fly buzzing in a corner – like a nervy kitten. He lay there for half an hour. Anthony’s mum was reading a book while his dad tried to sleep. There was the buzzing of the fly and the

  flick-flick of the pages and a series of peevish coughs from Dad. Then, when their bedside light had clicked off, and when they presumably thought Anthony was asleep, they began to argue in

  whispers.




  ‘Finished with the bloody book, have you?’




  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’




  ‘Thought you were going to be reading it all night.’




  ‘Why do you care how long I read for? I’m not doing it to … get at you, am I?’




  This little exchange ended with a sarcastic little sniff from Dad, a noise he’d honed over the years to be absolutely unbearable to Anthony’s mother. As usual, she went for it.




  ‘What the hell is that noise supposed to mean?’




  Anthony could feel himself getting hot. He wriggled from his side onto his back and lay flat, looking up towards the ceiling as the occasional traffic rumbled below. They didn’t seem to

  care any more whether he was sleeping or not. He rolled onto his front and buried his face in the pillow, which was really a cushion from the sofa since this wasn’t a real bed but a camp bed.

  Somehow he was in the way just by being here: he was somebody you had to get a special bed for. He plunged his face right into it so all he could feel was the cushion, its slight

  roughness, the contours of its patterning. He lay like that for a few minutes, trying to make sure they couldn’t hear that he was crying. The secret tears stole into the pillow-mush around

  his face. He sniffed accidentally a couple of times, but nobody reacted. When he felt like he might be about to suffocate and finally raised his face to lay his head down on top of the pillow

  rather than plumb in the middle of it, the conversation had changed. It was quieter now, more menacing.




  ‘Do you see why I can’t trust you?’ his father was asking.




  ‘For fuck’s sake,’ Mum said, and although Anthony didn’t recognize the word, he could tell that it was a wrong thing to say. Dad’s reaction confirmed it for

  him.




  ‘Don’t you dare use that language with him in the room.’




  ‘He’s asleep.’




  ‘Do you see why I can’t trust you?’ Dad said again, and this time Mum let out an answering breath, a gasp as redolent of despair as any words could have been.




  ‘I’m just telling you what it feels like,’ said Dad.




  ‘When are you going to give me a break?’ Mum asked. ‘When are you going to accept what happened?’




  ‘It’s not as simple as that,’ said Dad.




  Then there was silence, or at least no talking. For a little while Anthony thought he could hear someone crying through the wall in the next room. Then he realized it was coming from the bathroom and it was his mum. He felt that whatever his dad had been accusing her of – and he couldn’t begin to guess what, specifically, it was – her crying in the

  en-suite bathroom proved that it was true. And in any case, Dad is Anthony’s hero. He has a collection of cigarette cards with Leeds United players on, and told that frightening ten-year-old

  that he’d be ‘dead meat’ if he messed with Anthony again, and can do such a good impression of Fred Flintstone.




  So it has to be his mum’s fault that things are like this: that his parents are fighting and Anthony’s pillow-cushion is wet with his own tears. He likes Mum, but it has to be

  someone’s fault that he feels this lousy, so it has to be hers.




  The girl who was served the ice-cream sundae on the table next to Anthony’s earlier this evening is now at home in her bedroom in Barnet, which has a name plate on the door with the name

  ROSALYNN, a name she already dislikes, painted in rose petals. Here too an argument is in progress. But there’s no doubt what this one is about.




  Earlier tonight, Rosalynn played in the North London Schools’ Orchestra (under-8 division) as part of a concert given by seven- to eleven-year-olds and attended by a score of parents whose

  enthusiasm ranged from lukewarm to alarmingly fervid. Rosalynn’s daddy was meant to be there. He swore he would be there – that’s the phrase her mummy is now using as she screams

  into the telephone downstairs, the words muffled by the plasterwork so Rosalynn can only pick out her fury in the shape of them. She was playing second violin. Her dad made some joke about

  ‘second fiddle’ which she didn’t understand; that was last time he was here, a fortnight ago. He’s away a lot, her dad, because his work is important – whatever it is.

  But the understanding was that he’d be there tonight.




  When the lights came up on the stage, they were brighter than Rosalynn expected, and as she played it was impossible to make out any figures in the dimness beyond. It was only when they

  finished, and the whole audience was illuminated, that Rosalynn looked over at her mother, a few rows back, with a new haircut, and learned what she felt she had already known: Dad was not there.

  He had missed it. Like he missed the sports day and the nativity where her brother Simon was Joseph. And always for the same reason, Mum muttered between her teeth as she swung the Mini out of the

  car park, not waiting to drink coffee and receive sympathetic glances from the other parents. Work.




  ‘But where is he?’ Rosalynn asked.




  ‘He must have been delayed,’ said her mum, not taking her eyes from the mirror.




  ‘But he said … ’




  ‘HE MUST HAVE BEEN DELAYED,’ Mum repeated.




  Then she was sorry for shouting, and as a treat and to make up for his absence, she and Mum and Simon went to a hotel and had dinner. They chatted about how well the concert had gone, and

  Rosalynn enjoyed the fact that it was late to be eating, and that even Simon (three years older) was impressed with her playing. They talked about the concert and about some

  of the other musicians and about everything except Dad, the lack of Dad.




  Now Rosalynn rolls out of bed, feet first, and creeps in her nightie to the top of the stairs. She stills every muscle and tries to hush even the feathery sound of the breath creeping through

  her nostrils. She rivets herself to the ground, wanting to be stone. She is very good at this: in ‘musical statues’ at Flora and Linda’s parties she proved almost unbeatable. Her

  mother has stretched the telephone wire into the study, but Rosalynn can make out her words now.




  ‘Well, if you can’t make your daughter a priority … ’




  What’s a priority? Rosalynn wonders, the question pressing at her throat so she gives a little involuntary noise. Why can’t she be one?




  ‘I don’t care, Patrice.’




  Patrice is an unusual name for someone’s dad. He was born in Montreal. Rosalynn doesn’t like the way Mum says the name now as if to dwell on that strangeness.




  ‘I – listen, Patrice. I don’t care. Either you make that sacrifice for your daughter, or you don’t. Either we can rely on you – this family can rely on you –

  or we can’t.’




  Rosalynn knows what ‘rely’ means. It means you can trust someone. You know that they’ll love you. It constricts her breathing for a moment, that her parents can be talking like

  this. She looks down at her nightie, which has pale blue ponies on it, and hates it for its childishness. She doesn’t feel seven years old; she feels much older, sadly older, pinned down by

  the gravity of real things. The conversation makes everything in the bedroom behind her – the doll’s house with its ever-content residents, the primary colours of the Enid Blyton

  collector’s set on the shelves – seem absurd. The only real thing is that her parents don’t like each other. There was a time, there were lots of times (the beach in Brittany, the

  Easter-egg hunt at Grandma’s) where they liked, loved each other. But now they don’t.




  Rosalynn creeps back along the landing, fearful of being heard: her mum never misses anything. She gets back into a bed which feels cold even when she bundles the blankets around herself,

  thinking in vain of the phrase ‘snug as a bug in a rug’ which has always cheered her up, but now seems as childish and as suddenly outmoded as everything else around her. She thinks

  again of the holiday in Brittany, only a year ago: how grown-up it felt to be drinking cocoa with the rest of the family. She considers going to knock on Simon’s door, but he wouldn’t

  understand. This is for her to suffer alone, the fact that they cannot rely on Dad. She is the only person who knows.




  She stares up at the ceiling, with the glow-in-the-dark stars Dad put up for her, and thinks about what she’s learned. Ten miles south, Anthony is still not asleep, although his own

  warring parents now are. The two of them, who sat at neighbouring tables this evening, stare now at different impressions of darkness: Anthony’s studded by the fuzzy orange of the big-city

  lights outside, Rosalynn’s broken up by the pinpricks of white on her ceiling.




  When they meet, in fifteen years’ time, what happened tonight will still be important. Anthony – Tony – will have an instinctive distrust of women which

  he will never acknowledge, but which will cloud many of his interactions with the opposite sex. Rosalynn – Roz – will again unconsciously see men as deserters, or betrayers, or people

  who don’t show up when you need them, but she will have the added complications of low self-esteem and a wild would-be defiance caused by having run away from home. Their romance will,

  predictably, not last long. But it will produce a child, called Chas, whom Roz loves with the abandon that she applies to every emotional choice, and whom Tony sacrifices the chance to meet,

  choosing to flee instead, confirming Roz’s opinion of men.




  All this is years away. Tonight, the two seven-year-olds lie at the mercy of sleep.




  Find more stories about:




  1960s | Restaurant | Chas York | Life-changing Decisions




  





  
Alpha Bar, 1996




  In the middle of the haze brought on by his first experiment with this drug, which he’s experimenting with for the first time, Jonathan feels he has an incredible insight

  about this new thing, the Internet. He can’t quite grasp onto it, at least not to vocalize it. Because of the endorphins the drug has produced, and what he takes for the enhanced clarity of

  his thoughts, he feels like he doesn’t even need to vocalize it. He feels like his idea is so luminous that people will be able to share it just by looking at him. Or they already know, even.

  Just by having the thoughts, he is automatically transmitting them to the world.




  He thinks about going up in the lift and trying to tell his brother Chas what’s on his mind, but the lifts are taking so long at the moment – for reasons which nobody can really

  understand, since there’s no sense in the idea that they’d function better at some points at others – and he hasn’t quite got the energy to get up from his chair. Anyway,

  what is on his mind? He’s not entirely sure. It isn’t a complete, distinct idea. It’s just a sort of sense that he has cracked something, worked something out. It is something

  like this:




  A hotel is a group of rooms, all independent, yet linked. Nobody can see everything that goes on in every room, and yet all those things are somehow codependent. And it’s the same

  with the Internet. All the computers on the planet will now be linked, as if the whole of earth were a gigantic hotel. Everything that occurs in one room of the Internet will have an impact on

  everything else. The world is one organism, it always has been, but now it will function as one. Just like a hotel. And somehow this feels very important and revolutionary. It feels like humanity

  will be able to pool its ideas, work together, reach mutual understanding. Jonathan feels very close to being able to articulate this. He thinks – and will continue to think for the hour or

  so before the drug’s effects starts to fade – that he’s happened on a wonderful connection between this hotel, the Internet and the nature of humanity. To an objective observer,

  however, he is just a young man sitting with a goofy grin on his face, flicking between various pictures of naked women.




  Find more stories about:




  1990s | Alpha Bar | Computers




  





  
Room 21, 1973




  The forty-five-year-old Delhi-born mathematician and physicist Anita Chaudry lies in the bath, her head against the taps in a way which seems counter-intuitive to anyone she

  discusses it with, but which she has favoured ever since she was a girl. She looks at the rectangular tiles, alternating black and white, which surround the tub and continue all the way round the

  bathroom, producing a chessboard effect mirrored in the hotel’s atrium. Thanks to a near-automatic knack which she developed in teenage years, when she used to speed-count arbitrary objects

  like the drops of rain on a windowpane to distract herself from the extensive dental work she underwent at that time, she is able to say with reasonable certainty that there are 446 tiles on the

  walls around her. She imagines writing the names of people she has met in her life all over the walls, one person to each tile: black ink on the white tiles, white on the black. She would need many

  more tiles than there are here, she realizes. She could go round every bathroom on this floor and – given time to dredge them all up from memory – write a name on every single tile.

  What an extraordinary thing, then, that there is not one person she can call and tell that she wants a divorce from Rick, that the marriage is not going to work any more, and she doesn’t know

  what to do.




  Find more stories about:




  1970s | Life-changing Decisions | Ultimate Separateness of All Human Lives | Marriage




  





  
Atrium and Outside, 2005




  Ray Burton is glad to walk out of the Alpha, across the forecourt where the trees are perfectly still tonight, right onto Euston Road and past the British Library, up towards

  the Tube. It was a bit rowdy in there. The air, though still fairly warm, feels soothing on his cheeks after all the heat of the hotel. Not just the heat of the day but of people, their

  interactions. Sometimes it gets a bit like that in there at the end of a summer day. The way heat gathers towards a storm in the actual world, the same sort of thing seems to happen in the Alpha.

  There were still people shouting when Ray left, shouting in a bantering way but with that slight undertone of something serious, a touch of menace. There were all the Olympic people with their

  disgusting cigars and their flab, and their requests made without thanking you or even looking you in the face. And that South African woman carping on about her laptop, which apparently has gone

  missing, though for sure it’ll show up.




  Things always show up. Graham finds everything. If something goes missing, properly missing, in the hotel, it means it was trying to get away. He grins at this whimsical thought as he goes down

  the escalator and absent-mindedly checks his phone for texts before realizing that he is well out of signal.




  Thank God for Graham. A lot of bosses would have made Ray stay to the end tonight. Till every last one of them had been hustled up to their rooms or out of the door to even later-closing

  establishments. But Graham always sees it out on his own. Amazing guy. Impossible to imagine the place without him. It’s not surprising it’s impossible: it has never been without him.

  Apparently he was hired before they even opened.




  The train is pretty empty. Twelve stops, then a walk, to the flat. Free newspapers are scattered sadly across the carriage’s blue seats. The news that shouts from their front pages is

  already not news any more: by now, tomorrow’s papers will have left the presses or whatever they’re called now. Ray wonders vaguely what happens to the free rags, the Metro and

  the rest of them, at the end of the day. Somebody must collect them up after the final journey.




  There’s stuff about the Olympic bid. He wouldn’t be interested in this except that the hotel is full of it. He wonders if it’s worth all the money. This article reckons it will

  transform the East End. He flicks through the other pages. The UK is still on a terror alert, the third highest setting. They’ve foiled three potential terror plots this year.




  Before too long he hears the name of the station before his own, lays the paper aside and prepares to leave the train. He glances up and notices, for the first time, the man opposite. The guy is

  wearing a sort of flat cap of the kind fashionable in around the thirties and now again, and a skinny jacket and tie. He’s reading a free paper. He’s a lot cooler than Ray; well, he

  dresses a lot cooler. But that isn’t why he’s caught Ray’s attention. It takes a few moments to realize that he knows the person, and another few to work out

  who it is.




  His name’s Paul Holloway and they were at school together.




  Almost gingerly, as if looking at someone else’s private diary, Ray flicks through an abandoned set of recollections. He and Paul met on a school trip to Wookey Hole caves in Somerset.

  They were twelve; first year of secondary school. The Geography teacher who took them, Mr Janus, would die within the year after a sudden stroke. He was on good form that day, however. ‘If

  there’s anyone who doesn’t want to go down there,’ said Mr Janus, ‘then that’s absolutely fine, just let me know.’ Everybody looked at everybody else. Ray

  didn’t want to go at all; they had already been told it was pitch-black, and he didn’t like small spaces, had disliked them ever since he’d got trapped in the airing cupboard at

  Aunt Tessie’s during a game of hide-and-seek one Easter. A game which he won with his three-hour imprisonment, but which – given the long-term psychological effects – he had to

  see as something of a pyrrhic victory.




  He was about to resign himself to going down there, since he could hardly put his hand up in front of everyone and announce that he was scared, when Paul Holloway (one of the coolest people in

  the class, possessing a Nintendo and an attic bedroom and rumoured to have drunk three beers at a christening) said: ‘Sir, I don’t want to go.’ Ray couldn’t believe it. He

  immediately spoke up too.




  So Ray and Paul were allowed to stay at ground level, where they toured the museum, read about the history of the caves and various supposed hauntings which had taken place there, and learnt

  about the way caves were formed and all the rest of it. By the end of the day it was a friendship. They sat next to each other on the coach back to school, and within a week Paul had started

  getting a different bus so he could ride home some of the way with Ray. Before long Ray stayed the weekend at Paul’s house. They lay awake till 2 a.m. in the attic room, chatting, and Paul

  suggested Ray call himself ‘Ray’, not Raymond, as he had been until now. Paul’s mum was sexy and she made them toast with marmalade in the morning, and Ray blushed and avoided her

  eye when he felt he was crunching too loudly.




  They went to see one of the Terminator films together, and they both got skateboards, but Paul was much better than Ray and could see Ray didn’t enjoy it, so he pretended not to

  like skateboarding and they both got rid of their boards. They went on a double date with two girls called Lydia and Francine, but it went badly and Paul and Ray made their excuses and went to

  McDonald’s and laughed about Francine’s braces over their milkshakes. They went bowling for someone’s birthday, and Paul worked out a way to cheat the scoreboard so it looked as

  if Ray had done better than he had. Ray let Paul copy his Biology homework because Paul’s parents had been arguing, and Paul’s dad was leaving, and Paul would have to give up his attic

  room and move with his mum to a crappy flat, and as a result Paul hadn’t found time to label the different parts of a plant cell. Paul let Ray buy his Nintendo for £15, even though he wanted £50, because the newsagent who gave Ray his paper round was a crook and didn’t pay on time.




  Over the following two years, if someone had asked them to name best friends, they would unhesitatingly have said one another – though because they weren’t girls, that never

  happened. Someone trying to find one of them would ask the other. Once they had a conversation about the future. They agreed they would go to the same university – that much was just a matter

  of common sense. Beyond that it was harder to say because they would have different ambitions, they conceded. Paul wanted to be a music producer or a sound engineer. Ray wanted to work with other

  people – that was all he was sure about. To work in a team. Perhaps they wouldn’t be able to get jobs in the same place. But at the very least they should be able to live nearby. See

  each other a few times a week. They supposed they’d have families, wives and so on, but that was too far off to worry about. It would work out.




  There was no moment when all of this unravelled; nothing decisive, no falling-out. That might almost have been easier for Ray to put up with. They came back for fourth year and Paul seemed to

  have altered, or been altered, somehow. When Ray asked how his holiday was, he looked at Ray as if it were an almost embarrassingly banal question. They began to get the bus together less

  frequently. The whim of the register split them up in various subjects where they’d previously sat together. Again, had they been girls, the seeming deterioration would have been an official

  development, dissected by the classroom pundits, and perhaps eventually discussed in an emotional make-or-break showdown. As it was, Ray never felt he could ask Paul what had happened, if indeed

  anything had. The months went by; Paul started playing for the school rugby team. He had a new set of mates, who hit each other for fun and seemed to believe that almost everyone else was gay. When

  Ray’s mum asked where Paul was these days – why she didn’t see him any more – Ray snapped at her, uncharacteristically, and she never asked again.




  By the time Paul and Ray went to separate sixth-form colleges, it was difficult to believe that in living memory they’d spent so many Saturday afternoons at each other’s houses; that

  Paul had been on hand when Ray had cried, for the only time in his school career, after the music teacher Mr Gadston called him a wretch for scoring 21 per cent in a test on notation. That last

  memory in particular Ray resisted, because if there was a reason Paul had become tired of him, he suspected it might be that Ray was too needy, looked up to Paul so much that Paul began to lose

  respect for him.




  In any case, it didn’t really matter. They went off and began their adult lives. Ray didn’t go to university. He worked at a garage, but in the summer he got a second job pulling

  pints on a boat which ran excursions up and down the Thames for a company called Booze and Cruise. Someone there told him about a bar job going at the Hotel Alpha. He was interviewed by Howard

  York. During the interview Howard had a coughing fit and Ray, without being asked, fetched him a glass of water. He was hired straight away.




  Now he works in a team. He runs the bar. He’s met Tony Blair and served a load of other celebrities. He chats to Chas in the afternoons, Chas seemingly able to carry on a conversation

  without leaving off his typing for a moment. He likes the job. He’s got a girlfriend. There is nothing – so to speak – missing from Ray’s life.




  But here is Paul Holloway, fifteen years after they last saw each other, and twenty after they were inseparable. Ray looks more closely at Paul; it’s just the two of them in the carriage.

  He remembers sleeping on the floor in Paul’s room, or rather not sleeping, the two of them surfing a running joke which went unstoppably on all night, and involved making up ridiculous

  suggestions as to the first names of their teachers. Marmaduke Gadston. Ronald Donald McDonald. Each one seemed to be a little funnier than the last. Paul’s sexy mum came to the door at some

  hour of the morning, three or four, and hissed at them to keep the noise down. After that, they continued the game in whispers and glorious barely-stifled giggles.




  Paul has a pair of headphones draped round his neck, big black headphones with a gold logo like a skull. His jaw is lightly dusted with stubble. His attention is still on the free paper. Ray

  half recognizes the feeling in his stomach. It’s something to do with being the lower-status one. With Paul having left Ray behind, rather than the friendship having fallen apart. The train

  decelerates noticeably, beginning the half-minute approach to Ray’s station. For a moment he thinks he’s going to get off the train without Paul noticing him at all. Then Paul looks up.

  He squints quizzically at Ray.




  The two of them look at each other. The train is slowing, slowing, slowing. It stops.




  They raise their eyebrows. Paul gives a sort of amused grimace as if to say, ‘Well, fancy that!’ Ray returns the look. Neither of them speaks. The doors skid open. Ray has ten

  seconds. He squanders two or three of them on the thought, not fully formed, that he doesn’t understand how this has happened. All right, they were kids; now they’re not. But still: in

  the same lifetime, to be so attached that one felt bereft if the other was away from school for a day, and now to have nothing to say.




  At the last possible moment, halfway out of the doors, Ray feels in his jacket pocket for a card, the embossed silver A on red background. His name’s on there: RAY BURTON, BAR MANAGER. He

  tosses it back into the carriage, in the general direction of Paul. He walks on, not looking back. He doesn’t know for sure whether Paul will pick it up, or whether he’ll read it, or

  whether it will make him stop by the hotel, or what they’ll say to each other if he does make it, or why he suddenly cares so much.




  Find more stories about:
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Room 41, 1967




  Toby and Roberta have been married twenty-two years and a pretty smooth twenty-two years it’s been – as far as Toby is concerned, anyhow. Some unhappiness, of

  course, as there is for anyone. Tiredness, when the children were little, which led to them exaggerating problems in the marriage. Once or twice some major fallouts over money. But all in all, far

  more happiness than the reverse. As far as Toby is concerned. The children have gone off to university, both of them. Toby, assuming he hangs on to the deputy head post, is nicely enough set up for

  the onset of his fifties. Roberta seems happy with, she seems perfectly happy with the book club and the Sunday-night dinner parties and – yes, with everything she gets up to.




  But here they are in the hotel at just after half past one in the morning, no light at all coming through the curtains, and Toby crashes out of an indistinct dream, something to do with fishing

  or deep-sea diving like he did in Polynesia that time, to find Roberta shouting at him. Why is she shouting at him, he wonders. As his eyes and mind adjust, he understands: she isn’t shouting

  at him, she’s just shouting in her sleep. Sitting upright, she stares straight ahead as if addressing an audience on the opposite wall.




  She says, in a hoarse, urgent voice:




  You fucking unbeliever, you heathen!




  Why are there so many birds here?




  All this litter. What do I do with the litter?




  Who’s Georgie? What do you do with her?




  The snakes!




  How am I going to find the money? How am I going to pay the money?




  I know you are having an affair.




  I never wanted to live here.




  Someone has stolen the dice!




  -This isn’t right. This isn’t right. We can’t go on.




  After she has delivered all this, Roberta takes a few long, calm-sounding breaths. She turns her head towards Toby, but in the three-quarters-dark they can’t see each other’s

  expressions.




  ‘Roberta?’ he says.




  She gives a little groan, almost indignant-sounding, as if it were he who woke her up and not the other way around, and then shuffles onto her side, facing away from him. In a remarkably short

  time she has started to snore – something she never normally does – loudly and deeply as if she’s somehow managed in these past few seconds to revert to a profound and

  all-embracing sleep. Or as if she was really asleep all the time. Which, in a way, she was. She must have been.




  And yet: as Toby lies on his back, suddenly conscious of foreign noises outside (a creaking tread in the corridor, a spluttering cough), he is left to wonder what sleep really is, what the

  delineations are between the real mind and the subconscious … or is the subconscious the real mind? Or, anyhow, to come to the point: how seriously, if at all, should he take the things she

  said?




  Who’s Georgie? Toby doesn’t know anyone called Georgie. I know you are having an affair. What the hell? There was that single, longing-drenched kiss with the waitress on

  Greek Street, yes, but that’s fifteen years ago, and they only met up a few times, and there’s no way she can know about that, is there? Would it even matter? Surely it

  wouldn’t matter.




  We can’t go on? I never wanted to live here? I mean, what in God’s name was that about?




  Why the fuck did she mention snakes?




  And what now? In the morning – when, we can assume, she won’t remember any of this – does he try to ask what any of it meant? Does he try to plant ‘Georgie’ in the

  conversation? Does he try to probe into whether she’s unhappy with the house? Or does he put the whole thing down as a stream of nonsense, a cross section cut from a river of random

  signifiers, never to be thought about again? Absurd as it sounds, given that there was no problem with it twenty minutes ago, their whole marriage could depend on it.
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Forecourt, Outside Hotel Alpha, 1984




  They approached me the usual way, the fellow in his grey suit and tie and big glasses, hair smartly combed. ‘Did you see what happened, darling?’




  I don’t care to be called darling by a man I don’t know, but that’s what happens when you’re a certain age. Anyhow, it’s worth it. ‘Yes,’ I said,

  ‘I was up there. I was on the third floor. As soon as I smelled smoke, I came out of my room and ran down the stairs – well, as fast as someone my age can run! – because

  you’re not to use the lift in a fire. I looked up at the balcony and everyone was … ‘




  ‘This is wonderful,’ said glasses-man, giving a signal to his camera crew and his producers. ‘Save this, love, this is just what we need.’




  I kept on chatting away, like some ditzy bird, as they set up their equipment, making sure they got shots of all the evacuated guests milling about, and the beautiful old brick of the building,

  which they’ll use at the start of the report. Then the reporter said to me, ‘Just tell me what you saw, love, and don’t worry about the cameras, and don’t worry, this

  isn’t live, so we can always do it again.’ All the things they usually say.




  They asked me to sign a form and the sound man held a big microphone on a boom pole over my head, while the reporter pointed the handheld one – which is really just for show – at

  me.




  ‘Brenda Rogers,’ I said, when asked to say my name into the microphone. They never use that. It’s for their records, and to check the sound levels.




  Then it began.




  ‘Can you tell us, in your own words, what you saw?’




  They often say that. As if I’d be about to use anyone else’s words! Well, I suppose they thought they were putting me at ease.




  ‘I was just in my room,’ I told suit-and-tie, who nodded sympathetically. ‘I heard a commotion and came out onto the balcony. You could smell smoke.’ I’d changed

  this story from my original one – that I was alerted by the smoke first – because I wasn’t sure if you would be able to smell it with the door shut. ‘I came down the

  stairs,’ I explained, ‘because you’re not to use a lift in a fire.’ The reporter smiled, thinking what a dear lady I was. ‘There was absolute chaos,’ I said.

  I’ve used that one three or four times. You can say it about more or less any disaster. ‘There were people screaming.’ That, too, has never let me down.




  It was all over quickly. The crewman put the boom pole down, muttering about the weight of it, and lit a cigarette – which I thought was funny, in the circumstances. The same thing

  happened after the Deptford fire. You can never stop people lighting up.




  Suit-and-tie thanked me and told me to look out for it on the news tomorrow morning. As if I wouldn’t know where to find it! He couldn’t say for sure whether they would use my bit,

  but he said it was likely. I’m sure it is. An old lady is precisely what they’re looking for. Even though I’m only fifty, in fact – not old at all.

  But I look much older, and that’s what they want. Someone who looks like she’s been around London a long time, seen it all, but never seen anything quite like this. Then they’ll

  have a young man, probably. Yes, I go well with a perky younger witness. I think that’s why I have the record I do: five disasters, and five appearances on the news.




  With this one, it was very easy to get here in time to pose as a witness: I was only in Marylebone, and someone at the bus stop had actually seen the smoke coming out of the top windows. I

  headed straight over in a taxi. Speed is very important. With Deptford, I nearly didn’t make it; but they were short of people to talk to – nobody was keen to be on. The Brixton riots

  were easy because they went on for so long, and of course no one was expecting to see someone like me in the middle of it. But yes, this one could hardly have worked out better. I shall warm up the

  television a few minutes before the news to make sure it comes on all right.




  Assuming that I am on, I suppose I shall have to leave it a few months before I do this again, just in case anyone smells a rat. I’m not sure if they will, though. Besides, it could be

  that long before anything else happens. It’s not as if I’m in control of the disasters, is it! All I do is hear about them, get there as quickly as possible, and give the best account I

  can.
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Second-Floor Balcony, 1969




  ‘There you are!’ hollers Sarah-Jane from the balcony. ‘We landed on the fucking moon!’




  Fraser watches, hands in the pockets of his big black coat, standing back a little way from the audience, which is about fifty-strong The hotel is well known already for these semi-planned or

  unplanned gatherings of people, especially at moments of significance like this: about a hundred turned up to watch the news on this same projector screen the night that Martin Luther King got shot

  last year. It was what gave Fraser the idea of coming here.




  Someone heckles from the floor below and Sarah-Jane gives a loud laugh and holds the microphone very close so her voice comes out like someone yelling in your ear. ‘No, smart-arse,

  I didn’t land on the moon and nor did Howard, although Howard could do if he wanted to. But my point. What my point is. This should prove that anything is possible. Because the whole

  earth was watching that one man leave the space shuttle and walk onto the moon. I mean, half the planet was watching that. And everyone wanted it to happen. Even the Russians. Even the … er.

  The ones that hate the Americans.’ She gestures helplessly – the word has been stolen by booze – but someone guesses and shouts it up. ‘Yes, thank you: the Viet Cong. There

  was nobody who didn’t actually want Neil Armstrong to walk on the moon. Because of what he said: “One step for … one big step for … ” What was it he said?’




  Someone supplies the answer and there’s further laughter from the audience, who’ve been staring up at the projector screen for the best part of three hours now and are craning their

  necks up at the balcony as Sarah-Jane gives her impromptu address. Fraser is fascinated: by her long, long hair, which threatens to come coursing over the balcony like Rapunzel’s; by her

  husky northern accent, the sheer – well, balls, to get up there and broadcast to everyone like this. Fraser would never appear in front of a crowd like that. But then, he can hardly afford

  to, can he?




  ‘Thank you, love. I’ve had quite a bit to … I’ve had a few … That’s right. Yep. It wasn’t just Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin and, and, and Michael

  … Collins who achieved something tonight. I had six pints. Six pints!’ This gets a ragged, male cheer. Fraser hesitates again, almost mesmerized by her. But he can’t hesitate. He

  has to work quickly.




  ‘All right. But. Thanks. But. I did actually have a serious point to make. A reason why I got up here, in front of all you people. Which is this. When I was a girl, unlike most of the

  girls in my class who were all into their sissy magazines and the Girl Guides and all that, my thing was always space. I was always pinching my brother’s books about it. About space

  exploration. We used to talk about whether it could happen – whether we could walk on the moon. It seemed like the most ridiculous thing. Like science fiction. And look at us now. Here in

  this hotel, in London, we’ve just witnessed what mankind can manage if it, if we, if we put our minds together.’




  Just keep this going for a few more minutes, darling, thinks Fraser as he makes his way efficiently around the atrium, in and around the tables, never stopping for more

  than a second, no more noticeable than an ant.




  ‘I’m going to get a picture of it,’ Sarah-Jane promises. ‘A photo of him walking on the moon. And put it in a frame, and we’ll hang it in the hotel. And everyone

  who looks at it – hopefully, everyone that looks at it will think anything’s possible. Anything’s possible if – ’ she’s repeating herself somewhat, but

  it’s still going down very well – ‘if we all work together.’




  Too right, thinks Fraser, hands back in his pockets as the crowd gives her a round of applause and the projector screen continues to beguile them all with these unbelievable images: people,

  humans, on the moon. The moon. It’s all about working together, he thinks, heading out of the hotel with more than twenty strangers’ wallets in his possession.
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Alpha Bar, 1965




  ‘Can you believe,’ says Lionel Rathbone, sipping his gin and tonic, ‘that this bloody thing is the longest-running show in the history of the West End. I

  mean, when you think of all the marvellous things that have been on. Over here, darling!’ he yells at Cynthia, seeing her hesitate in the doorway. None of them have been to this hotel before.

  They normally drink at the Ivy, or the Baron of Beef if they’re slumming it. But Richard the producer is a friend of Howard York, and the booze is all on the house here tonight.




  ‘You know,’ says Humphrey, ‘when it broke the record, Noel Coward sent Agatha Christie a telegram saying, “Much as it pains me, I really must congratulate you

  … ”’




  Some laughter. ‘Noel is wonderful, I do adore him,’ says Lionel Rathbone, who has never met Noel Coward or Agatha Christie. ‘And Agatha is such a darling. I wonder when

  she’s going to come and see us again.’




  ‘Well, it’s not as if she doesn’t know how it ends,’ somebody cracks from the other end of the table. A big reflex laugh flies up, and a few join in even though they

  didn’t hear what was said. Lionel wishes he had been the one with the punchline, not the set-up. Or that the joke hadn’t gone so well.




  He wishes he were playing Lear at the National at the moment instead of the sixth most important character in The Mousetrap. He wishes he were Noel Coward, or somebody else whose name

  triggers sentimental crooning, cries of ‘Oh, he’s wonderful’, proprietorial claims from arseholes like himself.




  I wish I were dead! thinks Lionel Rathbone wildly. His reputation banked, settled. None of these daily anxieties: are the make-up ladies, the front-of-house staff, the old crone at

  stage door all sniggering at his performances? What do people think when he walks into a room? Do they think anything at all? He wishes he could skip straight ahead to a time when they sit in a bar

  like this, and someone says ‘Lionel Rathbone’, and everybody says, ‘Ah, yes, dear old Lionel, I miss Lionel.’




  The moment passes. Howard York, the young man who owns this place – how does someone so young come to own such a place? – glides over in his absurdly wide trousers and his floral

  tie. This is what they’re all wearing. He makes a drinking motion: who’s having another? Lionel signals yes please, he’ll have another gin and tonic. He reaches into his trench

  coat for a packet of Lucky Strike.




  ‘Well, I’ll tell you one thing,’ he announces, striking a match. ‘Another year, this bloody show will be dead in the water. I give it another year, at the

  most.’




  ‘Want to bet?’ Humphrey offers.




  They shake hands on it. Humphrey is a handsome chap, his grip very firm, and Lionel can see in his eyes that he expects to win the bet. But I’ll win it, Lionel tells himself, and I’m

  bloody well going to collect that money, too.




  Find more stories about:




  1960s | Alpha Bar | Howard York | Lionel Rathbone | Career

  Anxiety | Errors of Judgement




  





  
Restaurant, 1990




  Over dinner, Walt wonders what Helen is thinking. He can tell there’s something. That’s one of the things he’s always liked about Helen. She’s not one

  of those women who can sit there half the evening talking about one thing, and then later on you find that all the time she was thinking about something else. Like Barbara, Alvin’s wife, who

  had cancer but spent a whole Thanksgiving dinner talking about brownie recipes instead, only broke the news as they were leaving. Now, Helen – you usually get to hear what’s on her

  mind. But here she is, taking five minutes to chew a piece of tuna, sipping at the fancy French mineral water. Maybe it’s the heat. It’s been much hotter today than they ever thought it

  could get in London. Walt saw himself in the mirror as they dressed for dinner: he was as pink as a shrimp. Helen has tied her hair back and is wearing a light silk blouse. The hotel’s atrium

  felt stuffy and slow motion as they walked through it. The waiter, a tall ginger-haired guy, exhaled wearily and wiped his brow when he thought no one could see.




  ‘What’s up? Not hungry?’




  Helen’s eyes rise from her barely touched plate and stare right into Walt’s. Her eyes are a colour it’s tough to describe. Aquamarine? In the heat they seem to get lighter, and

  right now they’re nearly translucent.




  ‘Walt,’ she says, ‘I think you need to do something about your eating.’




  In his surprise, Walt swallows a jagged chunk of bread-crust, which pokes at his throat on the way down. He lays down the fork which was about to pounce on another chunk of pork belly.




  ‘I’m just worried about you,’ Helen says in a voice that’s soft but firm, not taking her eyes off his for a second. ‘Looking at you today, Walt. How hard it is for

  you to get around.’




  ‘It’s hot, that’s all.’




  ‘Sure, it’s hot, but the way you kind of wheeze and have to keep stopping, and … I’m just worried about you, Walt,’ she says again.




  His face feels very red, which probably makes her feel even more sure she’s right about this. He puts his knife down next to the fork and tries to make a joke out of it. ‘Is this

  because we didn’t get to see Big Ben? The blind kid did a swell job of describing it. Saved us the work. Right?’




  ‘It’s just … I think you could maybe just be eating a little less meat and a little less, uh, a little less food, really,’ says Helen, grimacing: she clearly

  didn’t want to have this conversation, she must have been working up to it for half the day. ‘Just, your heart, you know, and … ’




  ‘I’m forty-two, Helen.’




  ‘Sure, you’re forty-two, and Barbara was forty-nine … ’




  ‘She had cancer.’




  ‘But, OK … but the point is, we’re old enough that we can’t just pretend nothing is ever gonna happen to us. It’s only because I love

  you,’ Helen presses on sincerely.




  ‘What are you, my mom now?’




  ‘And I don’t want you to look back in ten years and think, I should … I should have addressed that before it developed into a situation. I read about heart disease in USA

  Today, and ... ’




  As she tails off, Walt stares with sudden hostility at the remaining hunk of fatty pork. ‘Well, OK. OK. We’ll start right away.’ He puts his arm out, as if stopping a cab, to

  summon the young waiter. ‘I’m done.’ The waiter collects the crockery with an expert arm and turns his back.




  ‘Now, you didn’t have to do that.’




  ‘That’s what we said, isn’t it?’ Walt has given himself licence to be petulant as he recovers from what his brain is recording as an attack. ‘We said I have to eat

  less. So, OK. There you go. I’m done. No dessert.’ He flips the menu over so he can no longer even see the range of sweets advertised.




  Helen sighs. ‘You don’t have to be like this,’ she says. ‘This doesn’t have to be a big deal.’




  Walt concedes, with raised hands, that he’s gotten mad when she was really only trying to help. But doesn’t she know him better than this after so long? If Walt does something, it is

  a ‘big deal’. That’s who Walter Hirsch is. If she wants him to lose weight, sure, he’ll lose weight. But he won’t do it because of some BS she read in a newspaper.

  He’ll do it for real.
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Room 23, 1965




  Clarice bursts through the door of her room and throws her raincoat and leather binder onto the bed. Sheet music skids out, scattering across the quilt and onto the floor. She

  heads straight to the bathroom and, while waiting for the sink to fill with cold water, considers her reflection, half-framed by the enormous bouquet of flowers cradled in her arms.




  The make-up she applied before the performance has survived largely intact. She studies the face before her: the rouge, the lipstick and the dark eyes, the glowing yellow roses and red gerberas.

  When the water is almost to the rim, Clarice lays the bouquet carefully in it.




  ‘Well, look who it is,’ Ted had teased her when she stepped out that morning, excited and nervous. ‘It’s an all-singing, all-dancing Greta Garbo.’




  ‘Stop it, Ted,’ she said, beaming. ‘I’ve no intention of ever letting anyone see me dance.’




  ‘Oh, but I’ve seen you,’ Ted whispered into her ear, so close his bushy eyebrows brushed her skin.




  Clarice patted his chest over the lapel of his brown pea coat and pushed him playfully away. ‘Be a good boy, Teddy, or I’ll have to send you back to the chorus line.’ Ted

  pulled a face.




  He whisked her off into the cold air and the brisk walk from the hotel to the Academy. When it was all over, the audition complete and the candidates released, Ted had sneaked out of the

  auditorium and waited for Clarice in the foyer, holding an excessive bouquet of almost luminous flowers.




  ‘Where on earth did you get those?’ Clarice was delighted. In Ted’s opinion she had been a triumph, though she would have to wait for confirmation from the principal, Sir

  Armstrong himself.




  After stopping for a late lunch they’d returned to the hotel, Clarice marching ahead to her room, unable to contain herself. Now she waits for Ted, who is always such a slowcoach: gassing

  away with the concierge at the front desk, fussing over their dinner booking. Clarice finds the hotel room too empty without him, its stillness disappointing. She wants desperately to sing. If she

  were at home that’s what she would do.




  Finally Ted arrives, tossing his coat on top of hers and throwing down next to it the hatbox Clarice had insisted he carry. Inside it is her brand new quill-adorned beret, which she’d

  purchased on a whim for the occasion and worn for precisely five minutes, since she had not, of course, needed it for the performance.




  ‘You were a marvel, Clarice.’




  ‘Do you really think so? He hasn’t called yet.’




  ‘Well, we’ve only just got in. He could have telephoned while we were out.’




  ‘They would have told me down at the desk if there’d been a call.’




  ‘He’ll call, babe. You’ll see.’




  ‘I wish we could go out again – spend the rest of the day on the town. I don’t want to stay holed up in here.’




  ‘But then you’ll miss his call, silly.’




  Ted puts his arms round Clarice’s shoulders and turns her to face the mirror. They stand side by side looking at their hotel room in reverse, and at each other, tousled and breathless,

  with the outside air still on their skin and in their hair, standing amid the scattered sheet music for Delibes’ Les Filles de Cadix.




  ‘Let’s have a drink,’ she says, adding, ‘don’t be too long on the telephone,’ as Ted makes a dive for it, cheerily demanding several bottles of whatever the

  concierge can recommend.




  After pouring the wine, they find a music station on Ted’s radio alarm clock. Against her better judgement and with an initial show of reluctance, Clarice allows Ted to draw her into a

  dance, first across the floor and then across the bed.




  At ten past four exactly, the phone shrills in its cradle. Clarice flings herself across the bed to grasp the receiver. She cups it in her hands, nestling it against her cheek. A pearly

  fingernail taps the Bakelite. Ted hears her hold her breath, then release it. As soon as she’s hung up she swivels round to give him her biggest, whitest grin.




  ‘I knew you’d got it, babe, and I’ll tell you something else: they all knew it too. You should have seen their faces, Clarice. You really showed those squares how it’s

  done.’




  ‘I did, didn’t I?’ she says, as if only now truly believing it.




  ‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ Ted bounds over to her and puts the receiver she had replaced back into her hands. ‘This calls for champagne!’




  She’s drunk enough already to have forgotten her earlier desire to leave the hotel, and after an excess of wine and then champagne, the room no longer confines either of them. Somewhere

  around seven o’clock they throw open the door and let their celebrations spill into the hallway.




  The concierge is less than pleased to find that requests for more bottles are no longer coming via the telephone, but are being hollered down to the front desk from the first floor balcony.

  Well, really!, he thinks. A wry smile of compliance is all he can muster.




  Later in the evening, as the concierge is seeing out the hotel’s dinner guests, the young fellow appears again on the balcony, this time dragging his companion along with him, declaring,

  ‘The crowds are calling your name!’ They aren’t, but by now their antics have attracted attention and a small crowd of bemused onlookers is beginning to assemble in the

  atrium.
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