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  Praise for The Grand Hotel

  “Behold a palace of madness and desire, its crimson corridors home to a gallery of the damned. Kenemore’s novel tours the mysterious recesses of the human soul and what we will do in the name of fear, of love, of vengeance. In the tradition of the great canon of weird tales, The Grand Hotel generates its own dark light, its own cold flames.”

  —Laird Barron, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of The Beautiful Thing That Awaits Us All and The Croning

  “Kenemore has strung a series of enchanting and horrifying stories like dark pearls on the thread of a mystery that leads us onward to an inevitable and totally satisfying end—a masterful voice whispering into the dark. The Grand Hotel is the best book I’ve read this year! Highly recommended.”

  —John Hornor Jacobs, author of Southern Gods and The Twelve-Fingered Boy

  “With an assuredness that never missteps, Scott Kenemore’s The Grand Hotel intrigues and delights. It’s a book singing with voices—at once charming and bizarre and frightening. It deftly wraps puzzle around puzzle, drawing you deeper into the dark passages and hidden doorways where nothing is as it seems. The Grand Hotel masterfully celebrates the truth and mystery inherent in all great story-telling.”

  —Simon Strantzas, author of Burnt Black Suns

  “The Grand Hotel is essentially refined shivers from another era. Gothic, funny, even old fashioned . . . it is a book to be read by the fireplace with your dog (and a big dog is best) who rests loyally and unknowingly at your feet. Imagine the writers of Creepshow hanging out with a tipsy Mary Shelly, a bottle of Absinthe half empty, a rainy day willingly declaring itself.”

  —Steven Schlozman, author of The Zombie Autopsies

  “The Grand Hotel is Scott Kenemore’s best novel to date, hands down. Here he commands a gallery of horrors, and fills his nightmare hotel with the voices of the damned. Every story, every lonely, damaged soul, is another turn deeper into the labyrinthian horror Kenemore has created. This is easily one of the best books I’ve read in the last five years. Powerful and beautifully haunting, The Grand Hotel gets my highest recommendation.”

  —Joe McKinney, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Plague of the Undead and Dead World Resurrection
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  For Molly


  “For good reasons did the ancient magicians express their prophecies in images rather than in writing. For who dare tell the naked truth to a king?”

  —Paracelsus

  “Undaunted, the king reached those burning grounds

  That loomed in front, in swirling smoke enveloped,

  Complete with a whole array of horrors;

  The most hideous place imaginable on this earth.”

  —Sivadasa, The Five-And-Twenty Tales of the Genie

  “Is what?” I asked, not grasping the meaning of this unfamiliar word.

  “Is goophered—cunju’d, bewitch’.”

  —Charles W. Chesnutt, “The Goophered Grapevine”


  The Grand Hotel lies at the end of a desolate, mist-shrouded street.

  The columns that frame its entrance have old and peeling plaster. The crenulations along the walls are covered in ancient ivy, most of it dead. Filament still burns in the copper fixtures above the door, but the resulting glow casts little light. Some of the windows are broken. All of them are dark.

  Visitors creep inside tentatively, unsure what to make of the place. They are a nervous bunch . . . intrigued, but unaccustomed to trespassing. (How long have they stood outside, daring one another to go in? I often have difficulty telling. Time has a way of passing strangely for me.) The visitors wonder aloud if the building is abandoned. Some clearly fear discovering vagabonds squatting within its crumbling lobby. Others expect only mice and rats. But certainly—all of them feel quite sure—this place cannot be a functioning hotel.

  It is my job to disabuse them of that notion.

  When I look up from my desk, it often gives them a start. I keep the lights rather dim, you see, which tends to render me quite invisible. It is not uncommon for my guests to gasp or even, occasionally, scream when I finally raise my head. (Though he remained silent, I once had a grown man faint dead away.)

  Yet after this initial shock, my countenance usually reassures them. I smile broadly and lift my brow. My demeanor projects propriety and taste. I have seldom been called “handsome,” but some have said my features confer feelings of trustworthiness—a notion which pleases me inordinately.

  “Welcome, welcome,” I say to them. “I’m sorry for giving you a fright.”

  This is not true.

  “Oh, we didn’t see you there!” they will say, some still gasping in surprise. “What is this place?”

  “Ahh, so you are tourists, then?” I inquire.

  They nod. Of course they are. They always are.

  “Are you in town for the culinary festival?” I wonder aloud. “Or the museum opening, or—yes, of course—the equinoctial celebration?”

  Oh, they wonder. Was there some sort of celebration?

  I smile silently, divulging nothing.

  “You have come to the Grand Hotel,” I inform them. “The building may not look like much to seasoned travelers such as yourselves, but I assure you, in its heyday this was a remarkable place to be. To see and be seen, as they say. Kings and queens have stayed here. Presidents and Prime Ministers from countries all around the world—including, I believe, some of your own—have sequestered themselves within these walls. We’ve had film stars, champion sportsmen, four-star generals, top scientific minds. . . . The history of the Grand Hotel is really quite remarkable.”

  At this point, braver members of the party will venture a query as to the nature of my position. Am I a security guard, keeping watch over the sleeping structure? A docent? Or even a tour-guide? (Perhaps an official one—licensed through the city tourism office—or perhaps an unofficial one . . . working for tips, thankyouverymuch.)

  Here, I must disappoint and astound them in the same breath.

  “No,” I say softly. “I manage the front desk.”

  Manage the front desk? (I can almost hear the gears turning inside their thick skulls.) The front desk of the hotel? Then that would mean . . .

  “Oh, yes,” I clarify. “The hotel is fully operational. My shift covers the evening and overnight hours. If you desire a room, I believe we just might have a vacancy.”

  Here they will exchange a look.

  “Let me see . . .” I say, consulting the ratty, timeworn ledger in front of me. “Here we are, then. The Honeymoon Suite is available, I see . . . though that might not suit a mixed group such as your own. There are also two single rooms, but—drat—nothing with much of a view. Our western balconies get a remarkable panorama of the city at sunset. Unfortunately, all we have tonight are a pair of rooms facing east.”

  Now I see them looking at me and whispering. Sizing me up. Who is this strange man? In the difficult light, his height, age, and even race are tricky to discern. (A safe guess might characterize him as tallish, middle-aged, and healthily tanned.) Moreover, they wonder, how can he project such pride—and exude such fastidiousness—amid the ruins of a dump that must be a hundred years past its prime?

  I smile back at them, allowing the inspection.

  About this time, a heavy tread in the hallway above betrays the presence of others. My visitors realize that I am not kidding about the vacancies. If only three rooms in this vast hotel are empty, then the rest of them must be . . .

  “How many rooms does this place have?” a member of the group ventures.

  “Aha!” I answer energetically. “That’s an interesting question, with a long and equally interesting answer. But it’s more fun if we make it a game, don’t you agree? How many do you think there are?”

  Oh, the answers I have heard over the years. Oh the answers. Some are risibly low. Forty. Fifty. Sixty. (I think I once got a twelve.) Others hit the opposite end of the spectrum. Thousands of rooms. Millions. (These guesses usually come from children, true, but one does well never to underestimate a child.)

  I like to conceal the actual figure for as long as possible. Sometimes I do not divulge it at all. But if the group is attentive and halfway respectful, I will usually let it slip.

  “The Grand Hotel has exactly three hundred thirty-three and one thirds rooms.”

  They smile politely, as if I have told an unfunny joke.

  Sorry, I tell them. It’s no joke. 333.33.

  “That’s silly,” one of them will say dismissively.

  “How can you have a third of a room?” another usually asks. “Who stays in it? A third of a person?”

  Here I open my mouth to speak, but always think better of it.

  “You know . . . if you don’t have any pressing engagements this evening, you could join me on a brief tour of the building,” I tell them. “I would be happy to conduct it personally. I’m not supposed to leave my post at the desk, but I’ve been here so long that management has grown rather flexible on that point.”

  The adventurous members of the group are instantly interested. They cajole the more timid ones.

  I simply stand and smile.

  And wait.

  It never takes very long.


  Mr. Pence

  Many nights, we are interrupted at this point by a delivery person—typically entering the lobby bearing a package; an arrangement of flowers, perhaps, or a prepared meal. For me, he is a familiar face (We exchange grins, and I always wish his wife well.).

  When this interruption occurs, I will elect to begin the tour with Mr. Pence.

  “Thank you,” I say, accepting the package. “Have a good evening.”

  The deliveryman exits.

  “We are in luck,” I announce to my guests. “We now have an occasion to visit one of the Grand Hotel’s oldest residents, Mr. Pence.”

  They look at one another, but I can tell that most are already on board.

  Cargo in hand, I conduct the group across the lobby, our feet making tik-tak noises on the tile (theirs rather more than mine) as we go a little deeper into the hotel. The visitors look around cautiously, examining the dim expanse of the inner lobby, with its high ceiling and exquisite latticework. Upon the north wall, an oil painting of one of the hotel’s founders frowns down at them (His eyes are remarkably lifelike and hypnotic. I have stared into them for hours on end.).

  “How do you see in here?” a brave or impertinent member of the group may query. “It’s so dark!”

  “Oh, there’s no trick to it,” I tell them. “I open my eyes and look around, just like anyone else.”

  Of course, looking and seeing are not the same thing.

  My answer is not usually satisfactory, and I frequently receive a “Harumph” in reply.

  When we reach the red carpet of the royal staircase, I like to stop and let the vision before us sink in. I’ve worked here longer than I care to remember, and yet familiarity has not diminished its ability take my breath away.

  The staircase really is magnificent. Ten feet wide with an elegant slope from left to right, it is one of our hotel’s most impressive features. Artists have come from halfway around the world to paint models ascending or descending this staircase. It is has been featured in the pages of architecture and design magazines (When money is no object, a builder suggests to his billionaire client a staircase modeled after the one in the Grand Hotel.).

  Overweight members of the group—particularly Americans, it seems—have been known to sigh ponderously at the thought of all the steps before them.

  “Come, come,” I say in these instances. “I climb it several times a day . . . seemingly with no ill effect.”

  This line always earns me dirty looks.

  We begin our trip up the silent, velveteen staircase. We become like ghosts, our footfalls muffled completely by the thick red carpet (Only the exaggerated breathing of the Americans gives any clue to our presence.).

  “Is this the only staircase in the hotel?” one of the guests wants to know.

  “Oh, by no means,” I respond. “But it is the grandest.”

  Upon reaching the top, we see that the carpeting unfolds down the hallway in front of us. In fact, most of the hotel’s hallways are covered in this same cruor stain. Though it makes our individual footfalls silent, the odd floorboard nonetheless creaks in protest.

  Past the staircase, we begin to encounter doors to private rooms. Each has a heavy brass knob and a single keyhole (Contemporary hostelries have converted to keycards, true, but at the Grand Hotel we find the old ways are best.). Some doors still have visible room numbers, yet many bear no demarcation at all. Mr. Pence’s room is the very first. A good place to start.

  My guests seem disappointed when I stop in front of Pence’s door. They were hoping to venture deeper, to see more.

  “This is really as far as we’re going?” one of them asks.

  “For the moment,” I reply.

  Some members of the group look expectantly down the darkened hallway ahead of us, or else back down the staircase into the lobby below. They are nervous, curious, impatient.

  I shift the delivery item to my left arm and prepare to knock on the door.

  Here—most times, at least—I take a final, mischievous glance back at the visitors clustered behind me. After this, there is no going back.

  When I knock on the door, it begins.

  * * *

  Knock, knock

  “Oh Mister Pence,” I announce. “A delivery of flowers for you this evening. They’re lovely and fresh. Tulips, I think.”

  Horticulture has never been my forte.

  I gesture for the visitors to back up, then open the door.

  The reaction of a group—upon beholding a sight like Mr. Pence—is usually a good indicator of how the rest of the evening will go. Some stand their ground, struggling to make sense of what they see. Some turn around and leave the hotel forthwith, stomping out wordlessly. Others have threatened to call for the authorities, or threatened me personally with violence!

  There is no typical reaction.

  As I throw wide the door to Mr. Pence’s quarters, we are greeted by the pleasant smells of aftershave mingled with fresh night air. Mr. Pence keeps his windows open at all hours. It is dim inside the room, but still brighter than I keep the lobby. After a moment, it seems laughable to my visitors that Mr. Pence keeps any light on at all.

  He hasn’t any eyes. They have rotted out of his head. The flesh on his face is sunken and sallow. His teeth have gone to a dirty black, and his mouth hangs open in perpetual expectation. His hair is thin and his nails are long.

  Mr. Pence reclines in his bed. He wears a nightshirt, and a blanket covers him to the waist. The linens are freshly cleaned, and there is no cadaverous smell.

  “Mister Pence,” I say. “Here are your flowers. Shall I set them by the night stand, or . . . yes, here on the end table. I trust you are keeping well. Do let me know if I can shut your window. I haven’t forgotten how you like to keep it cool.”

  Mr. Pence smiles (as he always does) while I place the flowers on a table beside his bed.

  “We have a tour group this evening,” I explain. “Perhaps you would care to say hello?”

  Here, a moment of tension.

  The group regards me, one another, and most assuredly the desiccated man in the bed before us. Will he move? Will he answer? The more fantastically inclined members of the party wait expectantly for the corpse to draw breath and wish us all a grand good evening.

  I merely smile at Mr. Pence as he remains, quite unmoving, before us in his bed.

  “This group will be around for a while,” I say to the body. “We are just beginning the tour. I will, then, leave you for the moment, Mister Pence. Do ring down if there is anything you require.”

  I do not enjoy being regarded as a madman. However—as I back out of the room and quietly close the door—that can be the only meaning in the looks these visitors cast my way.

  “How could you?” one of them often asks.

  “I say, is this a put on?” another typically wonders. “Because it’s in very bad taste.”

  Once, a loud American was the first to break the silence with a resounding “WHAT in the serious FUCK?” (O, how it made me laugh!)

  I take a deep breath.

  Accounting for Mr. Pence is tricky . . . but always can be done.

  It makes me feel like a lawyer with a good case, but a particularly dull jury. I do my best to bring them around, one step at a time. They get there in the end . . . most of them.

  “These are the facts about Mister Pence,” I say, turning to face the group. “He moved into the Grand Hotel fifty years ago, nearly to the day. Overnight, he became one of our most well-liked guests. All our long-term residents know and care for gentle, generous Mister Pence. As age came upon him, he did find himself significantly less mobile than he once might have been. We saw less and less of him around the hotel.”

  “Was that before or after he died?” one visitor quips.

  I ignore this impudent japery.

  “Mister Pence always pays his bill on time, and has never once occasioned a complaint from another guest—a distinction that far too few of our permanent residents can claim.”

  “But he’s dead!” one of them will stammer (Usually, she is an overbearing, upper-class matron, tending to the portly side.).

  I bite my lower lip and nod thoughtfully, indicating that I feel the visitor’s consternation.

  “Whatever the state of Mister Pence’s body, he stays in regular communication with us,” I say carefully. “Each month, a check for the amount of his accumulated hotel bill is delivered to my desk. The funds from the bank account in his name are always adequate. Every piece of food brought to Mister Pence’s room manages to become eaten. Leave him a chicken leg at noon, and you will return to find it a bare bone by two-thirty. And though he does not use the telephone—or our somewhat dated intercom system—he regularly sends written notes to the front desk when there’s something he needs. We like to think of the Grand Hotel as providing the classic service of another era, you see? Whenever I can satisfy the requirements of one of my guests, I am always happy to oblige.”

  “What kind of things does he ask for?” one guest wonders in a tone suggesting she still expects this to be a joke.

  “Oh, you know,” I say, running my hands through my hair. “This and that. Trinkets and trifles mainly, but not always. Just last month he asked a model fire engine be requisitioned for his great-grandson’s birthday. I am proud to say I found the perfect one in a shop on Mott Street. Mister Pence was, from every indication, quite pleased with the result. In fact, he grinned at me all day.”

  “But he’s dead!” one of them cries, waggling his head as if to shake off a pall I have cast.

  “As you say,” I respond quietly.

  At that moment there is a very loud creak from the floorboards behind them. Many in the group give a start (I do not. I could see what was coming . . . or rather, whom.).

  The visitors turn to find a hunted-looking man in a high collared shirt approaching along the hallway. He is very thin and has a forehead full of wrinkles. His open mouth betrays blocky, gravestone teeth.

  “Good evening,” he says in a hard-to-place accent.

  “Good evening, James,” I return.

  They regard him cautiously.

  “Something from Mister Pence,” he says, proffering a handwritten note from within his coat. I accept it.

  James then brushes past us, stalking down the royal staircase and disappearing into the dimness of the lobby beyond.

  I glance at the note, smile, and put it away. Then I look at my visitors. A moment before, many of them appeared as if they were thinking of leaving the hotel. Now they are curious once again.

  “‘Ere, what’s that?” a British visitor says.

  I wave the question away.

  “No, seriously,” rejoins a teenage American. “Tell us.”

  I point to the pocket where I have secreted the note, and raise my eyebrow to make sure I have heard them right. I have.

  “Well . . . it is a note from Mister Pence,” I tell them.

  “How can that be?” asks one.

  “What’s it say?” asks another.

  I remain perfectly still for a few moments. Then I bring the note back out of my pocket.

  “It says thank you for the flowers. It also says tonight’s group is lovely, but observes that the young man in the off-yellow vest is a pickpocket who has removed my wallet.”

  Everyone in the group glances at the man in the vest. He quietly looks at the floor.

  “I had hoped to speak with him privately, you see,” I continue, lowering the note. “Yet, Mister Pence has forced my hand, has he not? Incidentally sir, I do hope you will return my property without further ado. As you’ll find shortly—if you haven’t already—it contains no money. The stitching, however, is immaculate, and it holds some sentimental value.”

  The man in the vest returns my wallet without looking up from the carpet.

  “Thank you,” I tell him. “No hard feelings.”

  The rest of the group takes a moment to process what is happening. A few of them edge away from the pickpocket.

  “Let me see that note,” a bold visitor says. I offer it willingly. The visitors crowd around and read over the shoulder of the one who holds it. They see that it says, more or less, exactly what I have described.

  “How’d you do that?” one asks. “The man who gave you the note was outside of the room.”

  “Are you in on this?” one of them asks the pickpocket. He is tempted to lie. I can see it on his face. I stare him down hard. After a moment under the weight of my gaze, he relents and admits we are not in collusion.

  A kerfuffle breaks out amongst the visitors. They are not sure what is happening, or who is being straight with whom (For some reason, this is always paramount upon their minds.). Some members of the group clearly feel uncomfortable and violated. They accuse me of trying to deceive or rob them (The very idea! When, of course, it is I who has most lately had his wallet pilfered.).

  It is time for me to bring out—as they say—the big guns.

  “Perhaps then, we should stop the tour here,” I say, raising my hands like a shopkeeper who is tired of haggling with a customer. “If I have upset or offended any of you, I am truly sorry. It was never my intention. If I have made you uncomfortable somehow, then I apologize for that too. Yes. Yes, I do believe we ought to conclude the tour now. We ought to go no deeper inside the Grand Hotel.”

  They fall silent. Some look bashful. Others, apologetic.

  “But I am not a liar!” I say loudly and dramatically. “I have at no time lied to you. Nothing I have shown you or told you has been untrue in any way. Even so . . . I can accept that the Grand Hotel may be a bit . . . much for some.”

  I slump my shoulders wearily, looking crestfallen and disappointed in them (I must bite my tongue to avoid smiling. In truth, I am nearly trembling with pleasure. Sometimes I actually do tremble, but the group mistakes this for shudders of despondence, which works out just fine.).

  “We’re sorry,” a spokesman—or woman—will invariably declaim. “We didn’t mean to hurt your feelings, sir. We would very much like to see the rest of the hotel.”

  “Do you. . . . Do you really mean that?” I ask, knowing full well that they do.

  “Oh yes,” they agree in a chorus.

  I shrug to indicate that, thus united, there is little I can do to resist them.

  I straighten my posture, allow a smile to return to my lips, and lead the group deeper inside.


  Mr. Orin

  The design of a hotel can tell you important things about it. The fundamental design, that is. The core arrangement of bricks and mortar and wooden beams can give you a powerful clue to the original vision of the builder. What feeling was it intended to convey? Was the goal to impress and dazzle the guests? Was it instead built with a strictly utilitarian comfort in mind, an easy-in/easy-out rest stop for the exhausted traveler? Or was it perhaps constructed as a rendezvous for those with dark and secret liaisons?

  The placement of doorways, halls, and balconies. The fact that certain spaces in the hotel exist . . . or do not exist. These are the things from which it is beyond the poor power of an interior decorator to add or subtract. These are the immutable, unchanging truths of a place. However many times a hotel “reinvents” itself, this core being never changes. The vice dens of Las Vegas stretch to sell themselves as “family friendly” destinations, but the addition of clowns and acrobats to betting pits does little to change a casino’s soul. The flattened televisions and electronic music piped into the venerable hotels of ancient cities allow for new marketing strategies and the application of words like “boutique,” yes . . . but the dimensions of the rooms themselves show no alteration. Neither do the number of steps from the lobby to the door or the amount of time one spends waiting for the elevators. Some things are fundamental. Some things are fixed.

  Most guests have little inclination to delve beyond a hotel’s latest, most-contemporary presentation. They are uncurious. They are trusting. They like to believe a thing is what it says it is. Yet at the same time, they are often struck by an uncanny feeling that something about a place is somehow . . . off. That a deeper, more primordial version is struggling to squeeze through the ventilation shafts and seep out from underneath the brand new wallpaper.

  Inside the Grand Hotel, our well-worn carpeting and decades-old fixtures make it appear that we are clinging to the sensibilities of another time; that we have no interest in following contemporary trends. Yet it would not be entirely accurate to say that everything inside the Grand Hotel is precisely what it seems. My visitors—every one of them—eventually find that out for themselves.

  One way or another.

  * * *

  We step away from Mr. Pence’s room, working our way down a slightly stale but well-lit hallway lined with wooden doors. At the hallway’s termination, the way before us opens into a sunroom. Depending on the time of day, it is either bathed in glorious natural illumination or lit by several tastefully shaded lamps. It holds an arrangement of dark leather couches, venerable wooden chairs (nearly blackened with age), and positively ancient card tables.

  “I never heard of a hotel with a sunroom at the end of the first hall,” says one of the guests.

  “Yeah, weird,” another offers.

  “What’s a ‘sunroom?’” tries a third.

  “Does it have vending machines?” a fourth wonders (The visitors are always concerned about replenishing themselves. I suppose this is not entirely misguided. We are just starting a journey, and adequate provisions are important.).

  “Shhhh,” a member of the group wearing a camera and “fanny pack” musters. “I hear something.”

  They fall silent and look around. I smile and watch. How long will it take them to figure it out?

  “It’s somebody laughing,” one of them states.

  “No,” says a little girl with red hair. “It’s somebody crying. How sad.”

  “Very good,” I say to her, giving off a smile.

  The red-haired girl is young, perhaps eleven or twelve. She does not return my grin. Something in her expression comports a mix of displeasure and anxiety. There is, of course, no “right” or “wrong” reaction to the Grand Hotel. Yet it displeases me that someone so young should have made up her mind about the place—in either direction—so early in the game (I had not noticed this girl before. I also find that I’m unable to tell which of the adults is her chaperone. Certainly, she bears no marked resemblance to anyone else on the tour.).

  “Wait,” one of the visitors cries loudly, stealing my attention away. “Now it’s stopped.”

  I exhale through my grin. I have let the mystery linger for long enough.

  “My dear Mister Orin,” I call. “Are you in a storytelling mood tonight? You’ve gotten our visitors curious, as always. Could you hear us coming down the hall?”

  For a moment the air is still. Nothing in the room appears to move. The visitors look at me expectantly. I motion with my hand that they should remain patient.

  Momentarily, a figure rises from a high backed leather chair in the corner. He is small of stature and easily concealed. His eyes are red and his lower lip protrudes forward into a frown.

  My visitors look upon him piteously. Little do they know that this is all a part of Mr. Orin’s act—which, over the last few years, I have learned to find amusing rather than annoying. The demons that haunt Mr. Orin want to come out. They want him to speak. I believe it is his only relief.

  “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Mister Orin,” I announce as the small man draws closer. “He has been a guest of the hotel for some time now, and the sunroom is his favorite place, day or night . . . and, luckily for him, it is always one of the two.”

  “Mister, are you okay?” one of the visitors asks. Her tone indicates that she finds my introduction of Mr. Orin somehow insensitive. She shoots me a glare to confirm this, then turns a sympathetic smile back to Orin.

  He burbles anew, pleased at the attention. I can only roll my eyes.

  “Perhaps,” I say after a deep sigh, “you would like for Mister Orin to tell you a little about himself. Mister Orin, would you like that?”

  The small man turns to me, tears in his eyes, and nods appreciatively.

  I encourage the group to assemble the chairs from around the sunroom into a half circle (Mr. Orin himself—I have learned—prefers to stand. I believe this is for dramatic purposes.).

  When the appropriate seating arrangements have been made, Mr. Orin begins his tale.

  We had always been poor, you see.

  My parents were poor. They had other problems too. They were screwed up in lots of ways. Screwed up people. Always fighting. One of them was always drunk, and the other was running around.

  But I thought: “I won’t be like them. I’m not screwed up. I’m a sober, sensible person. When I grow up, I’ll not be poor. That’s the difference.”

  Little did I know that our poverty was like a blood virus, and I already had it.

  As I grew older and made my own way, I realized that my parents fought and drank and committed adultery only to numb the pain of the virus. Their vices were not the cause of their penury. The vices were a way to deal with the frustration of knowing they would never be able to do anything about their station in life. It was the poverty that had screwed them up, and not the other way around.

  I had a wife and a kid and we tried hard. I didn’t drink or screw around. But I stayed poor.

  Then somebody told me that you could make a lot of money in Alaska.

  The amount of money . . .

  Let me just say that, to me, it was a lot of money. For a doctor or a lawyer or a stockbroker, it wasn’t very much at all. But to me it was a lot, what they offered. It was cold, hard work at a government research station far to the north. I would have to leave my family for a year and would mostly be alone. But when I came back, we would be out of arrears and I would have more than a regular year’s pay saved. That would mean a lot to my family.

  I got up there. It was grim. Disorganized and grim. All the people had something wrong with them, as far as I could tell. Mentally, I mean. They were nice enough on the outside. Friendly, sure. But that part of your brain that tells you that spending your life in a cold research station in the middle of nowhere is probably not the way to live was totally gone. I decided I must have been missing that brain-part too, because there I was.

  I was a maintenance engineer. A janitor, really. I maintained a building where the government had set up a powerful telescope. I hardly saw the researchers. They were looking at stars and planets far away.

  Aside from the government employees, there were some fishermen who used a nearby inlet to repair their boats. There was a big metal warehouse there where you could keep a boat dry in a snowstorm. There were also some Inuit locals in the area. I never saw more than a couple or three together, snowmobiling around. I wondered where they went after it got dark. I wondered where “headquarters” was for an Inuit.

  In late fall, it got colder than the coldest winters back home. Go outside without a scarf over your mouth and your throat could freeze. When you’d spit, it would crackle. Your nose felt hollowed out from the cold and you got ice boogers . . . and it technically wasn’t even winter.

  Also, one thing you realize is that the news in the lower forty-eight is not like the news up there. When a twister destroys a little town in the Midwest—or New Orleans floods, or California has an earthquake—it’s big news everywhere. National. They get right on it, the news people do.

  Up in Northern Alaska, stuff goes crazy all the time. The weather goes wrong and causes big disasters. Fishing boats get sunk or little towns get buried in snow. And you never hear about it down there.

  It was only November when the storm blew in off the water. It was on one of the long weekends when people were gone, and I had the research station to myself. Just being isolated like that could be scary enough. But I was still young and my health was fine. I never worried about being stranded and having a medical problem. But accidents could still happen. Did happen. So did crime. Alaska has way more crime than most people think. If someone wanted to bust down the door and steal what we had in the research station . . . well, let’s just say it wouldn’t be too hard. I didn’t have a gun. I hardly had anything.

  The last Saturday afternoon in November, the sky got dark and green, and not in a fun, Northern Lights kind of way. It made me sick to look at. Black clouds and a swirling green eye in the middle, like it was looking at me. Lightning and wind, too. So much wind.

  All day, the gale got stronger and stronger. I sat in the little first floor lounge of the research station and looked out the window and worried. I ate junk food and drank soda and stared into the billowing whiteness outside. There was no new snow coming down—the temperature had dropped too low for it—but the wind whipped up what was already on the ground. Any window you looked out of, it looked like the windshield of your car if you were doing eighty in a full-on blizzard. A swarm of little white flecks that came and came and never stopped.

  When dusk arrived, the station started to seriously creak. It had always creaked a little. The scientists and other workers told me not to worry about it. But this was a new kind of creaking, like the roof of the place was going to lift right off. I imagined steel girders bending. That kind of sound.

  Just as it got dark enough for the exterior security lights to come on, the glass window in the first floor lounge exploded. I had already put my coat and hat on, in case something like this happened, but I was still terrified. I thought about making for the second floor of the station. Then I heard a noise like footsteps on the roof. “What can be up there?” I thought. Then I realized it was the roof itself peeling off. A few moments later I heard the loudest CRASH of my life and realized the giant telescope had exploded in the cold.

  Snow was blowing all through the station and accumulating on the floor. The inside had become the outside just like that.

  Do I just sit here and die? I thought to myself. You’d think I’d be thinking about whether or not it had been worth it to come here just for the money. Honestly, that never crossed my mind.

  Then I remembered the metal warehouse where the boats got repaired. I hadn’t seen any boat traffic in a while—too cold for it—but I thought there might be people inside who could help. To boot, the warehouse looked stronger than the research station. The rear door had a keycode thing, but everybody who worked here knew the combination.

  I staggered outside into the wind. Jesus, it was blinding. I didn’t have goggles, either. I pointed myself in the direction of the warehouse and started walking with my eyes mostly closed. The wind blew me over a couple of times, and blew away my tracks in the snow almost immediately. It was easy to get disoriented. Finally, I saw the security lights glowing above the warehouse door ahead of me. It felt positively miraculous that I’d found it.

  By then I couldn’t really feel my fingers, but I punched in the keycode and the metal door opened. I stepped inside and shut the door behind me. The wind was still powerful, but I felt like the warehouse walls were going to hold. They were creaking and cracking to beat the band, but the snow and wind stayed out. For me, at that moment, it was enough.

  Now the problem was the temperature. It was still bitterly, bitterly cold inside. Frozen and dark. Ice crystals everywhere. I didn’t know if there was a way the warehouse heated itself, but it didn’t feel like there was. I got some of the lights to turn on. The main light above me was on a cord, and it kept swinging when the wind rocked the building. That made the shadows move.

  I called out, but nobody answered. The place was empty. There were no boats being worked on. Most of the tools and equipment had been put away. Everything packed up for the winter.

  I started frantically looking around the warehouse. I wasn’t thinking straight. Do I even have to tell you that? It was so, so cold. I didn’t know what I was thinking. I didn’t know what could happen next. Maybe I was just looking for a place to die, like an animal.

  There was a room in the back of the warehouse with a metal door, like a freezer. It had a blinking light right above it. I walked over. Maybe the blinking light meant I should die there?

  The door wasn’t locked. I walked right in.

  Inside, there were a bunch of long back tables, with lights hanging above each one. It made me think of a mortuary. I think the tables were for cutting fish.

  In the back of the room was a clear container, like a fish tank. There wasn’t any water in it, but there was a fish. Or a squid. It was hard to tell. The thing was all squished up in an awkward position. It was as big as me and spilled out of the top of the tank. I went over to take a closer look. At least I would get to see an interesting fish before I died.

  The thing was gray and brown and had scales. Its head was like a normal fish head, but it had three holes in the top. In the middle of its back was a stalk with something on the end that looked like an eye. On the sides of the fish were wings. Really large wings, like on a skate or manta ray. At the aft of the fish were spindly things, long and green. They would trail after it as it swam, I guessed.

  Why was this crazy fish here? Had they kept it for some reason? I looked at it and shivered. Maybe this container was where they kept things they wanted to show each other. Weird things.

  I looked around the rest of the warehouse. There was nothing. No heat source. I didn’t know what to do. I opened the outer door and took another look. The storm had not abated. If anything, it had worsened. I went back inside the room with the fish. I looked at it some more.

  Here, Mr. Orin pauses. He appears uncomfortable and runs his fingers through his thinning hair. His mouth hangs open and he looks away (It is a performance I have seen many times, and it’s all I can do not to laugh out loud. Sometimes I do produce a small titter, but usually manage to play it off as a cough.).

  After a full minute, Mr. Orin regains his “composure” and continues.

  This next part, I don’t expect you all to understand. I can only tell you what happened.

  I was dying, and trying not to. Freezing. Not thinking. There were no blankets. Nothing I could see to keep me warm. Nothing but the fish.

  With the last of the energy in my body, I pushed over the tank. The fish-thing spilled out onto the floor.

  I got on the ground and laid down next to it. I pulled one of the fish wings over myself like a blanket and I curled up underneath. It kind of worked. I felt a little warmer. I was worried it would smell, but it didn’t. It was all too frozen. Nothing smelled like anything.

  I wondered if falling asleep meant freezing to death. Probably any action I did meant freezing to death. The storm outside showed no signs of stopping, and even when it did, it would take the government hours or days to get a team back up to the research station. There was nobody important here to rescue—only me.

  I decided that if anything I did meant dying, then I would do what I wanted to do. Which was to sleep.

  I pulled even more of the fish-thing onto myself and closed my eyes.

  Before I knew it I was dreaming. I was standing in some kind of marsh or bog. The water was up to my waist. There were tall trees all around, but they looked like no trees I’d ever seen. Instead of proper leaves, they had long ribbon-appendages that dangled down from the branches and blew in the wind. The water in which I stood was hot, almost like I’d pissed myself. The air was hot too, and there was a glint of sunlight coming off the bog. I looked up through the branches and ribbons and saw a red sky with seven suns.

  Then I looked down at myself, and saw that I was the fish creature that I had been using as a blanket. I was standing up on one end. My chest had puffed out like a barrel. It was slowly expanding and contracting as I breathed.

  I saw a thin green tentacle bobbing near my chin. The end of the tentacle was wrapped around something shiny and black, like an animal’s horn. The tentacle—which I began to suspect was my own—brought the horn up to my fish-lips. The gills on my sides opened and began to propel air. It turned on like I was some kind of vacuum cleaner. Air went up through my gills and out through my mouth, and into what I realized was a flute.

  The noise was not like a sound you would make intentionally. Not like music. It was more like the by-product of a crime. A horrible, high squeal.

  I stood there with the flute in my fish-lips, feeling stunned by the sound. Then I saw that other fish-creatures had joined me. Good God! Was that what I looked like? A tentacled, winged monster with a chest cavity expanding and contracting with an obscene, almost sexual urgency as its body forced air through a glistening black horn? It must have been so. It can only have been so.

  I began to count them—the creatures. It was hard to see with all of the trees, but I was past twenty when the bubbling began in the water below us.

  The entire marsh was thick with it. Little bubbles came up everywhere, but a circle of huge ones made a concentrated funnel at the center of the marsh. Something deep and enormous had been released.

  The bubbles intensified and soon a giant black tree began to rise out of the water. Moments later, I understood that it was an appendage. The ground beneath the swamp shook as other parts of the slimy behemoth emerged from beneath the waterline. They were multifarious, defying description except collectively. The suns were soon blotted out as the creature rose thousands of feet into the air. Creaking, wet, and clearly sentient, the titan bristled to the music of our flutes.

  Gazing up into its immensity, I could make out a single yellow eye—idiot and flat . . . yet also incandescent—pulsing in the darkness the beast had brought up with it.

  Then, all at once, the omnipresent piping stopped. My gills relaxed and my chest deflated. I looked up into the yellow eye. I think the other fish creatures did as well. There was no sound but the sloshing and dripping of the wet giant. Its tentacles slowly extended down over each one of us.

  Suddenly, a great flash of green and purple obscured my vision, and a sound similar to a thunderclap echoed across the marsh.

  Then it was gone.

  The marsh, the giant with the yellow eye, the other fish-creatures. All gone. Nothing but blackness. I could see nothing, smell nothing, hear nothing. A powerful, raw nausea overtook me. I felt overheated, like a man who has sprinted with all his might and then stopped frozen in his tracks.

  Minutes might have passed, or they might have been days. I began to make out an ugly, grey light, and to feel cold. Gradually, I discerned an underwater scene. A fish eased by and seemed to notice me. Undersea vegetation floated past.

  I swam toward the light above, up through the depths. I reached the surface and stuck my head out just enough to see, my gills still breathing in the water below. A single luminous sun burned overhead. The air was cool and sweet,

  In one direction, I saw nothing but empty ocean. In the other, a shoreline and a small city with chimneys billowing healthy black smoke. In the harbor was a wooden ship. On its mast was an American flag with fifteen stars.

  Then everything went black again. I was in a state between wakefulness and dreaming. I began to hear voices.

  Someone clearly said: “It’s a half man, half fish!”

  Then another voice grumbled: “You dummy. It’s a man and a fish. Looks like they died fighting each other.”

  “Really?” said the first voice. “Is that what you think happened?”

  I looked up and saw two men in modern military uniforms. I was too cold to move, but I moaned.

  One of them said: “What was that? Is the fish talking?”

  “No,” I said. “I’m talking.”

  And I was.

  The visitors are quiet as Mr. Orin concludes. Many of them lean in hopefully, as if anticipating a punch line still to come. Others smile in a different way—uncomfortably, anxiously—like they’re waiting for an idiot to finish babbling so they can excuse themselves and walk quickly in the opposite direction. Some have no reaction at all.

  For his part, Mr. Orin looks utterly spent. Wordlessly, he turns away and retreats to his camouflaged corner of the sunroom. He finds the familiar chair and sinks down, as if he is becoming a part of it. In the shadows, it is hard to distinguish exactly where he ends and the chair begins.

  The guests wonder if it can truly be over. Erasing all doubt, I exhale and give the group a hopeful smile that says Well then . . .

  Slowly, the visitors stand and replace their chairs.

  “What was the point of that?” asks one.

  “Yeah, I don’t get it,” says another.

  “Some kind of sicko or something,” decrees a third.

  I gesture to the hallway on the other side of the sunroom leading off to yet unexplored regions of the hotel.

  The group looks at one another.

  Once again, they find themselves at a crossroads. Do they follow me? Do they continue with the tour? Do they go deeper? Searching for an answer, their eyes gloss over the dusty tabletops of the sunroom. They consider the wallpaper, aged and peeling in many places. They look at the dust on the molding and the dead insects in the lighting fixtures. They wonder if it is worth spending any more of their evening here.

  Then there is the unmistakable sound of jumping on the next floor. Noises clearly made by a dancer. The gentle creak of well-worn shoes. That unique bob-and-bow of feet that tread the boards.

  An older lady raises her eyebrows and smiles.

  “Oh, dancing? I love dancing.”

  I try to contain my smile.

  “The grand ballroom is on the next floor,” I say, as if it is only an incidental matter. “The orchestra shell is in need of some repair, but the chandelier is one of the finest in the city. A salvage from the destroyed opera house in Vienna, I believe.”

  “There are dancers there now?” one of the visitors asks.

  I have only to nod.

  * * *

  By coincidence—or perhaps not—I find myself next to the red-haired girl as we begin our journey down the far hallway and away from the sunroom.

  I wonder . . .

  “What did you think of Mr. Orin’s story?” I ask. “Quite a tall tale, eh?”

  She takes a moment to respond.

  “I think it means a lot to Mr. Orin,” she answers carefully, showing the tact of a much older person.

  “Do you really think so?” I reply. “He is a rather dramatic fellow, if you hadn’t noticed. You certainly don’t believe him, do you? What he said? A smart young lady like you? And I mean . . . even if it were a true story . . . what can he possibly do about it?”

  With unnerving patience, she considers my questions thoughtfully before making any kind of response. For a moment, there is only the soft tread of our footfalls along the carpeted corridor, and the whispered conversations of the guests around us.

  “Mr. Orin knows there’s nothing he can do about it,” she answers. “That’s the thing.”

  “Is that what you really think, child?” I ask.

  She is wise enough to remain silent.


  Ms. Kvasov

  Everything in life is a test. You just don’t know it at the time.

  School is the only place where somebody tells you “There will be a test,” or “This material will be on the test,” or even “This is a test!”

  I wonder if—in this respect—educators do more harm than good. Conditioning our youngest and most impressionable to believe that evaluations present themselves only when boorish cat ladies scrawl “REMEMBER—TEST THIS FRIDAY!!!” on the front of a chalkboard is clearly a disservice.

  That is what the visitors to the Grand Hotel do not yet realize. This, like everything else, is a test.

  Like it or not.

  * * *

  The corridor soon terminates in a wooden staircase leading up. We begin our ascent. The stairs twist through sloping, wood-paneled hallways where timeworn paintings hang. Some are portraits, but most show landscapes or crowd scenes. The visitors look the paintings over quickly, trying not to make eye contact with the portraits. I always want to say: “If you’re looking at the faces, then you’re missing the point.” But I don’t. Of course I don’t.

  The staircase ends and the corridor straightens out again. (We’ve taken so many turns that it’s quite difficult to guess the direction in which we now proceed. Several of the visitors remark on this. I do not supply any clarification.) The paintings remain, but now take a turn for the fanciful. The canvasses show cavorting acrobats, magicians gesturing with wands, and dancing circus elephants. The subject matter is so carefree, almost none of the visitors really stop to look at the figures represented. In their hurry to get to the next thing—a side-effect of modern life, I am told—they fail completely to notice the consternation and existential terror on the acrobats’ faces. The anguish of the elephant forced to perform against its will. The dark, insidious smile of a magician who knows his next trick will ensnare the souls of the children in his audience.

  “Aww, look at the elephants,” one guest says, after the most cursory of glances.

  Yes, look at them. But never too closely.
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