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 ‘Cinematic and so very satisfying. This is a rich, multilayered ride of a novel not unlike the hotel at its heart – grand, patient, leaving no particulars unnoticed. A phenomenally immersive read’

Claire Lombardo, bestselling author of The Most Fun We Ever Had

 

‘Mesmeric, original, and stunning. Maggie Stiefvater is an exceptional talent, and The Listeners is by turns a beautiful love story, a fascinating glimpse into the horrors of history, and a haunting tale of loyalty and courage. A marvel of storytelling. I really couldn't have loved it more’

Chris Whitaker, bestselling author of All the Colours of the Dark
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For Richard, who dreamt of the Avallon







 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘There’s one thing you’ll never find in a good hotel – an argument.’

– The Hotel Monthly, January 1940






 

 

 

 

 

 

December 7, 1961

Jillian Pennybacker

Lodge 3

William & Mary Campus

 

Dear Miss Pennybacker,

 

This is the story of the hotel I mentioned at the party, the magnificent building with the magical water beneath it. I thought you would appreciate your father’s role in it.

 

Chin up, see! Miracles do happen.

 

Warmly,

Eric Parnell

U.S. State Department

Washington, D.C.




Part One


Upstairs






 

 

 

 

 

Order, Room 411, 1/31/1942:

New York Times

Vogue

Britannia and Eve

Modes & Travaux

2 lemons

2 croissants

2 yards mustard wool (sample attached)

1 yard printed cotton (sample attached)

Frenchman’s Creek, Daphne du Maurier

The Sun Is My Undoing, Marguerite Steen

Windswept, Mary Ellen Chase

Grease pencil





Chapter One

The day the hotel changed forever began as any other.

June Porter Hudson woke before dawn in a basement apartment in the staff cottage closest to the hot springs. She climbed out of bed, displacing three dachshunds (two smooth, one wiry), who poured to the floor to follow her at a polite distance. She ducked beneath the clothesline hung across the room and unclipped her shirt and underwear before hanging her quilt in their place to air for the day.

By the light of a single bedside lamp, she dressed in her usual attire: waist-­high wide-­legged slacks, a button-­down shirt with the sleeves rolled up neatly, a delicate wristwatch, a swipe of lipstick. Her dark hair was bobbed just below her ears, and when she was working, she slicked it back elegantly with some grooming cream. The entire look was out of step with the formal pin curls and dresses found inside the hotel, but the Rockefellers and the Roosevelts didn’t expect her to look like them; she certainly didn’t sound the same, not with her holler-­bred accent. They were used to their hoteliers having a French accent if they had any at all, and the only French June had was Vive l’empereur!, which one of her waiters used to hiss under his breath each time the chef came into view. It did not matter. The guests loved her anyway.


After she stepped into her low-­heeled Mary Janes, June silently drank two full glasses of mineral water beside the kitchenette’s single window. In the summer, the small, eye-­level porthole offered a gray morning view of the mulch and shrubs around the porch, but now, in the winter, the dark glass merely reflected her face (wide-­set eyes, arched eyebrows, lips pragmatic as a pencil). Sweetwater, that was what the locals called it, although it tasted like a split lip and a mouthful of dust. The water wasn’t named for the taste – it was named for what it did to the body. What ailed you? Rheumatism, constipation, barrenness, grippe? Dyspepsia, malaria, biliousness, croup? Homesickness, homeliness, eczema, gout? Indigestion, inflammation, apoplexy, doubt? Medical journals and medical guests debated the springs’ potency, but June didn’t pay them much mind. She just started and finished her day the same way, never missing those four glasses of mineral water. After she’d drunk hers, she poured a glass into the dachshunds’ bowl, fed them some meat scraps from the icebox, and then got to work.

Work, work. It never ended. June oversaw 450 staff, 420 rooms, 418 acres, 212 Shropshire sheep, 110 Golden Delicious apple trees, sixty box stalls, twenty-­one cottages, seven cabins, four bathhouses, three bottling rooms, and two mineral streams. Every day there was staff to organize, supplies to inventory, events to execute, each heaving breath of this expensive beast accounted to the penny, so that the Gilfoyles, who owned the hotel, were reassured that none of their fortune was having fun without them.


The business of luxury: the first thing on her mind when she woke, the last thing on her mind when she went to bed.

On that day, January 25, the Avallon was hosting a tartan ball in honor of Robert Burns, a long-­dead but still-­lauded Scottish poet. With her dachshunds in tow, June had joined her staff captain Griff Clemons on the ballroom balcony to observe a dress rehearsal of the technical components. The ballroom was impressive. At its center, a sweetwater fountain covered with carved rhododendron flowers filled the space with the scent of sweet earth and wildflowers. The ceiling far above bore a brilliant mural of West Virginia scenes by Susie M. Barstow, of the Hudson River School. On the north wall was an enormous stage where the glamorous Geraldine Farrar had once reprised her Met role as Madama Butterfly. On the south was a fireplace taken stone by stone from the ruins of the Battlesden House, gifted by the willing Duke of Bedford’s estate. During a presidential stay, Grace Coolidge had had a hand in selecting the parquet floor. Heiresses. Presidents. Royalty. This was the nature of the average Avallon guest: people so high on the social ladder they had to duck for the sun to go overhead.

‘How are your girls doing, Griff?’ June asked.

‘Fine enough,’ he replied.

‘Your voice says otherwise.’

The Avallon’s general manager and staff captain were an unusual pair of employees for a hotel of this status – a smiling White mountain woman and a half-­sighted Black man – but they’d both done it the honest way, working their way up from the bottom. Neither of them was in any danger of seeing someone like themselves on a future guest list.


‘One of them’s decided she’s in love,’ Griff replied. ‘The other’s got her mind on revenge.’

Griff’s twin girls had only just turned five.

June said, ‘So times are tough in the Clemons household.’

‘I thought girls were meant to be gentle.’

‘Am I gentle?’

The staff captain gave one of his eyes a pensive rub, an unthinking gesture that often punctuated his conversations. Those big hazel peepers would spare him from the draft. The left was standard-­issue, but the right had been merely decorative since he got kicked in the face by an irritable heifer at age six. She was grateful. The tall, wiry staff captain was her left hand, responsible for everything that happened back of house, out of guests’ sight. ‘I’m not answering that one, Hoss.’

Clunks, clatters, and jingling came from below as the sounds of feast preparation escaped from the Grotto. Trills and moans sounded from the orchestra pit. Most Burns Night parties were humble, sitting room ceilidhs of fiddle and pipes and haggis, but the Avallon’s would feature a full orchestra, hired pipe band from New York, five-­course dinner, drinks deep as the ocean. The dancing would go on until four or five in the morning.

Ordinarily, it would be a modest off-­season event, by Avallon standards. This year, of course, was different. This would be the first party since Mr. Francis Gilfoyle, the hotel’s owner and June’s mentor, had died on November 7, collapsing halfway in, halfway out of an elevator on the fourth floor. And the first since the Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, plunging America into war. That made the Burns Night ball more than a party. It made it a decision: Would parties still happen in these times? The Hotel Monthly, a publication by hoteliers, for hoteliers, had recently published a six-­page feature (‘Defining American Luxury’) presenting the Avallon as a standard most could not hope to achieve but would do well to emulate. Its position on wartime activities would be noted and aped.


And what June had decided was this: for decades, presidents, foreign dignitaries, tastemakers, and decision-­makers had relied on the Avallon to be a place where past and future were erased, replaced by an immutable, carefree present. To hesitate was to break the spell forever.

The party would go on.

A voice came from below. ‘Hoss, is that you I hear?’

‘I’m here,’ June replied. ‘Who’s that I’m listening to – Johnny?’

‘Yep. Can you see the anchors from where you’re at? They all look flush?’

She put a Scots twist into her voice, for Burns. ‘Aye, laddie.’

Johnny accepted the game. ‘Aye, lassie! We’ll be set in just a moment.’

The night before, at three a.m., when she’d finally managed to steal away into her humble office behind the front desk to take a crack at dinner (cold chicken, potatoes in lemon glaze, leftover pilaf), she’d approved thirty thousand dollars in linens, nylons, sheets, and rubber bands, all items she expected would soon become scarce, even if the war was over by summer, as some were saying. As she finalized the purchase orders, it had felt like she was officially signing the war into existence. She had tried to avoid thinking about it to this point: she couldn’t quite bear the image of Sandy, the baby of the Gilfoyle family, in uniform. Edgar David Gilfoyle, Mr. Francis’s debonair oldest son and heir to the Avallon, had told June that he didn’t think the hotel would really be affected. This had been just a few days after Pearl Harbor and just about a month after his father’s funeral. He and June had been in bed together – a situation that had happened before but was not meant to have happened again – and Gilfoyle was dragging a blown pink rose from the bedside arrangement on a journey beginning at a sweaty point between her breasts and ending at a sweaty point below her belly button. War is not coming to the Avallon, he’d told her. How could it even find us?


And so far he was right. War had only lightly rummaged through the mountains: the 150th Infantry of the West Virginia National Guard had been transferred to the Panama Canal Zone and draft offices had appeared on a few coal-­stained main streets. This latter truth urged June to change how she mentally catalogued her staff. Previously irrelevant attributes became assets. Her best carpenter had a limp, her boiler repairman was short a few fingers, her kindest registrar thankfully had an old case of miliary tuberculosis. Griff had his one eye. Simple gifts.

‘Here we go,’ called Johnny (over forty, too old for the draft). ‘Hoss, shout if you see anything come free.’

‘Aye.’

‘Aye!’

June propped her elbows on the balcony, expectant. Griff, never so casual, drew close to observe with his spine straight as a railroad tie. Above them, the ceiling twitched to life. The dachshunds cowered as a dull roar thrummed – less like a machine, more like a rising storm.


‘Is that all right?’ Griff asked.

June said, ‘The bagpipes will cover it.’

What was luxury? Nimble. In a drought, it was a glass of water; in a flood, a dry place to stand. Whatever made the Avallon luxurious a year ago would not be what made it luxurious now. For Burns Night, a famous designer who also happened to be the Avallon’s most persistent guest had helped design a surprise meant to remind guests that, even in wartime, luxury persisted. June was opinionated about luxury and, earlier in her career, Mr. Francis, proud of and defensive about his working-­class novitiate, would send challengers her way. The most recent had been a member of the Delafield family well-­known in New England real estate, who cornered her in her office.

The battle went quickly:

Delafield: Frank says you have some sort of religious theory that luxury and wealth have nothing to do with one another.

June: Good afternoon to you, too, Mr. Delafield. It’s simple enough, isn’t it? Wealth is just security. Luxury is living carefree.

Delafield: I’m carefree.

June: Sure you are. What do you want to hear, Mr. Delafield? A sermon? All right, I’ll preach: Wealth doesn’t care who you are deep down, at night, when you can’t sleep. Luxury doesn’t care about anything else; that’s how we can guess what you jaspers need before you even realize you need it. Didn’t you notice your room is different this visit? The registrar made sure you wouldn’t ever have to share an elevator with Miss Q; you’re welcome. Housekeeping moved your nightstand so you’d stop knocking your glasses behind it. And the stable boys know Commander’s your favorite, but he’s been a bit fresh with you the last few visits, hasn’t he, so they’ve been lunging him so he’ll be sweet as pie for you this week. Do you recall asking for any of that? I didn’t think so; it’s the Avallon’s pleasure to anticipate you. Now, I’d be happy to hear your thoughts on the matter, seeing as this is my business and I’m always looking to improve it, but truth is, I already know you agree with me. Because you’re standing here with our luxury instead of back in Connecticut with your wealth. That’s a fur piece to come if wealth and luxury are the same thing.


Delafield:

Delafield: Go to bed with me.

June: I don’t possibly have the time, Mr. Delafield, but I can recommend a good book or two.

She didn’t mistake it for meaningful attraction. She’d just taken him by surprise. Powerful people forget they can be surprised – she knew this firsthand now, because, wonder of wonders, she had become a powerful person. June Hudson, mountaineer, woman, general manager of the Avallon. It was a miracle, all those words existing together. At her first hotel conference, during the cocktail meet and greet, when she’d first spoken aloud, the men standing closest had laughed. Not cruelly, just from shock. This slender woman, this outrageous accent.


Oh, one fellow had said. You’re the Avallon’s GM.

God, she’d been happier than a pig in the sunshine. Three hundred miles away, and they’d heard of her. How do you come up with your strategies? they asked.

The sweetwater is full of ideas, she said, because even then, she’d known a thing or two about legend-­making.

Now June’s staff worked several hand cranks to jerkily lower a custom-­built apparatus from where it had been tucked close to the mural. Dangling from its long wooden arms were hundreds of sheets of thick Bristol paper, each displaying a poem by Robert Burns.

‘The sweeping blast, the sky o’ercast,’

The joyless winter-­day

‘It’s like a dog shivering in the rain!’ shouted Johnny. ‘More smoothly!’

The apparatus’s progress became more subtle. The pages no longer heaved to the ground, but rather drifted, flew, flapped. They seemed alive, organic, twisting and turning, flocking and floating.

The machinery fell silent.

The poetry bobbed just at eye level, looking like a children’s mobile. This was what luxury looked like right now, in this moment, before it would have to shift again. Nimble.


June and Griff murmured wordlessly. June had had her doubts, but now she could envision the partygoers wondering at the mobile’s descent, stilling a twirling poem to read to their companions, beginning to dance once more, making slow, dreamy loops through papery clouds. June knew how it felt when one’s blood turned to fizzy champagne, how strawberries tasted when someone else fed them to you on those pale leather sofas. She could pass for one of these partygoers, for a little while. Her fingers pinched lightly at her side, as if she were reaching up for one of the poems herself. She could taste the words in her mouth:

Ae fond kiss and then we sever

Ah! She should’ve never gone back to Gilfoyle’s room after the funeral. This stupid hope. She knew better. She had known better for years. The mind remembered, the body forgot.

‘Watch out!’

A cry and a crash, in one.

An object had fallen from somewhere above June and Griff, missing one of the workers by only a few inches. It skittered across the parquet floor, coming to a stop at Johnny’s feet.

‘Land sakes!’ June said. She scanned the apparatus for obvious signs of failure. ‘What is it?’

But when Johnny brandished the missile, she saw that it was just a wooden rung from the balcony above them. She said, ‘Did the apparatus catch hold of it?’

Someone, out of sight, replied, ‘It was thrown!’


‘What’s happened to the end of it?’ she asked.

‘It’s rotted, Hoss,’ replied Johnny.

The staff members muttered: no human actor was visible; everyone knew the rumors about the fourth floor; this was supernatural malice at work.

‘Let’s not get carried away here,’ June told them. The water damage was mysterious, but it proved how the apparatus could have so easily knocked it free. ‘Whoa, now, Griff, don’t you follow that rung down.’ He was leaned over the railing, trying to get a better look at the floor above. The fourth floor was for the long-­term guests, those who had both the fortune and the inclination to stay at the Avallon year-­round. June knew them well – this was, in large part, why they stayed – and none were likely culprits for either mischief or clumsiness.

When June caught Griff’s expression, she said, ‘Not you, too!’

He rubbed his dud eye. ‘With Mr. Francis passing on, is it possible . . .’

She interrupted, ‘The water don’t work that way, Griff.’

Even if one never took a dip in the swimming or bathing pools, it was impossible to avoid the sweetwater at the Avallon. The volatile water flowed through pipes in the walls, filled up the fountains, and burst out of fonts on every floor. But it did not throw missiles from the fourth floor.

Or at least, it hadn’t.

‘Hoss?’ Here was Griff’s new runner boy, Theophilus Morse, who was just about the same age June had been when she first came to the Avallon. Eleven, twelve. Too young for the draft. His backstory was tragic, but this was West Virginia, tragedy was cheap and plentiful. Currently, the boy was doing his best to emulate Griff’s immutable good posture, but his chest was heaving. He’d run here.


‘What’s the fire, Theo?’ June asked.

‘Mister—’ He gulped for air. ‘Mr. Gilfoyle called—’

Just his name was sufficient to warm June’s throat. She hadn’t seen Gilfoyle since that night. A month. An endless amount of time, a nothing amount of time. She could still feel the petals on her skin.

‘Get yourself together, boy,’ Griff said. He stood straight. Theo stood straight. Together they breathed in, out, mirrors of each other.

Theo got air enough in him to deliver the rest. ‘Mr. Gilfoyle called.’ Inhale. ‘He’s leaving New York right now for a meeting here.’ Inhale. ‘He got us the list of attendees.’ Inhale. ‘He wants you at the meeting.’

Gilfoyle, coming here, to the Avallon, to her.

She asked, ‘Who’s the client?’

‘It’s the Feds, Hoss. The State Department.’

Griff’s mouth went odd.

‘What do the Feds want with us?’ June asked.

Theo hesitated.

June had long ago discovered that most people were bad listeners; they thought listening was synonymous with hearing. But the spoken was only half a conversation. True needs, wants, fears, and hopes hid not in the words that were said, but in the ones that weren’t, and all these formed the core of luxury. June had become a good listener.

This was how she heard a single unspoken word between them. Clouding the truth with smoke and digging trenches into their hearts.


Theo said, ‘They’re taking the hotel. For the war effort.’

War.

Coming for her hotel.

War is not coming to the Avallon, Gilfoyle had told her. How could it even find us?

Turned out, it could just drive up the mountain, and he would open the front door.




Chapter Two

Special Agent Tucker Rye Minnick wasn’t allowed in the front door.

None of the agents were. When they arrived at the Avallon Hotel, the Feds had just a glimpse of the hotel’s wintry facade, perfect as a postcard, before uniformed, gloved attendants directed them away from it. The trip seemed interminable. They’d driven from Washington at forty miles an hour, the speed Roosevelt was supposedly about to propose to save rubber and gasoline, and now it felt as if they were being sent farther into the gray mountains. Around their vehicles, snow fell in unmotivated, meditative circles; mist rose from the ravines. January in West Virginia was raw, spare, objectively beautiful.

Tucker wondered why it was that humans were drawn to natural beauty. It wasn’t for them. Here, in fact, it actively opposed them. Everything that made the landscape beautiful – the remote location, the steeply pitched slopes, the rushing rapids – was dangerous. And yet, like mice before snakes, deer before hunters, a certain type of gentle woman before a certain type of brutal man, humans pined and longed for these vistas. Even he, with all his life experience and his training, saw loveliness in these surroundings. Everything logical in him was unnerved; everything else swooned.


His last post had been like this, too, albeit with vastly different aesthetics. Albino Ridge, Texas, a little border town with the poor fortune to serve as a point of operation for ‘Singing Joey’ Puglisi, who ran opium through Mexico up to New York. The dry landscape outside the town had been barbed and venomous, ready to kill a man in a day or two . . . but the first few months of his post, he’d stood on the back porch every evening to watch the sunset glaze the Chisos Mountains red and then black. He’d reminded himself over and over that this brutal place wanted him dead, tried to talk himself out of being moved by the beauty.

But he was still out on that porch every night, wasn’t he?

Eventually, the track around the Avallon led to a staff entrance, where a gloved porter in the Avallon’s gray-­and-­gold uniform waited.

‘Hello, hello, hello. Hello, young fellow, we have arrived.’

Thus entered Mr. Benjamin Pennybacker, the State Department representative leading the mission. The State Department was not exactly a rival agency to Tucker’s FBI, but they were not bosom colleagues, either. Technically the Bureau men were to refer to him as Agent Pennybacker or, even more appropriately, Special Agent Pennybacker, but in private, the three agents, by unspoken agreement, called him Mr. Pennyback, the first half said quickly, like winding up the pitch, and the second half thrown into the mud with energy. PennyBAAACK. Give me my PennyBAAACK. Currently, Pennybacker was greeting the porter while balancing on one foot, the better to flick gravel from his opposite shoe as he nattered on about the weather, golf, the local wildlife, the problem of stuck typewriter keys, fifteenth-­century Welsh uprisings, each topic carrying the conversation’s participants further from the matter at hand, not closer.


The State Department! They weren’t agents. They were schoolboys who didn’t notice their shirts were untucked in the back, coming of age in a file cabinet while the Bureau men trained in the field.

Tucker broke in. ‘I was led to believe our meeting was in the main hotel.’

The porter replied, ‘We’ve been asked to park your vehicles back here to avoid disturbing the guests.’

‘The guests are still here?’

‘Sir?’

At this reveal, Pennybacker’s eyes beseeched first the porter and then Tucker. He did not seem to have the words for his disappointment; he was a kid pummeled for his candy.

Tucker asked the porter, ‘Is Mr. Gilfoyle here to meet us?’

‘Oh yes, sir.’

Well, then it would be made right, thought Tucker. He glanced over his shoulders at the other two FBI agents. ‘Wipe your shoes, fellas.’

With the mountains at their backs, they entered the hotel, scuffing the January slush off their soles. Benjamin Pennybacker, his jaw squared with brave new optimism; Special Agent Hugh Calloway, graceful as Astaire; Special Agent Pony Harris, grin like a crocodile. Special Agent Tucker Minnick, tight as a piston. Heads down, hats in hand. Scuff scuff scuff.


The porter asked, ‘Would you like to hang your coats?’

Pennybacker immediately relinquished his, revealing a rumpled shirt. The Bureau men, however, looked to Tucker. They all wore Bureau-­issued .38 Colts beneath their jackets.

Tucker said, ‘We’ll keep them.’

Inside, the hotel was a gilded rabbit warren. Halls branched from halls. Stairways tunneled into the dark, some of them just six or eight stairs, younger stairways that seemed to be still growing. Doorways upon doorways in no predictable orientation. On the walls, stone bears and cougars, eagles and deer, choked mineral water into basins, their mouths stained dark. And still Pennybacker prattled on. Cruise ships, competitive harp playing, wool dyeing, saints in America.

Tucker interrupted, ‘Did you request the blueprints?’

‘A good thought,’ Pennybacker said. ‘An exemplary thought. Secret passageways. Men jumping from holes in walls. Women disappearing in the night. This place stirs the imagination.’

Tucker crooked a finger at one of the Bureau assistants behind them. ‘Make that happen.’

‘I’ll do what I can, sir,’ replied the assistant.

‘No,’ Tucker said. ‘Not good enough. Make it happen.’

‘Yessir.’

Better.

Unlike Tucker, the assistant would head back to Washington after this meeting, free as a bird. The assistant, a young man so junior he probably still had pulled muscles from the academy, had years of grunt work in front of him before he’d earn any status, work Tucker had been eager to put behind him. But now he envied those days of surety, ambition, the feeling that the only way was up. Hoover had sent Tucker here as special agent in charge, two agents underneath him – on paper a lateral step, if not an upward one – but both he and Hoover knew it was an exile. He’d earned it.


Staff flowed in and out of the agents’ view to open and close doors, seeming less like employees and more like an extension of the hotel itself, a helping hand for those who faltered. Unsettling, yes, but not as unsettling as the hotel’s complicated odor: perfume, blood, fruit, dirt, caves, blossoms. The smell of the mineral springs.

He remembered that smell well.

You won’t be here long, Tucker thought. Just get the job done.

The staff were stealing discreet glances at Hugh. He wasn’t the only Black man there, but he was the only one starkly visible; every front-­of-­house staff member was White. Perhaps they were just curious; a G-­man was unusual in this place, and a Black one even more so. Or maybe their attention signaled something darker. There were plenty of ugly things dressed in nice uniforms, weren’t there?

‘Your pop never teach you to blink?’ Pony asked a porter, who ducked his head swiftly.

Hugh told Pony, ‘You’re just jealous of my admirers.’

Pony tapped a salute off his forehead at a second staring staffer, showing them all his teeth.

‘Hey,’ Tucker said. ‘Tighten up.’

Admonished, the two other agents slunk into the library, leaving Tucker feeling even more unpleasant. He was perfectly at ease with the authority he wielded over the assistant, many years his junior, but he was less certain of how to approach his peers, Hugh and Pony. Hugh could have led this mission himself, except that Hoover would have never put a Black man in charge. And Pony . . . young Pete had informed him when they met that he’d gotten his nickname for a pony of whiskey, as if Tucker might have been impressed by the autobiographical note. Pony was a red-­blooded young man in a way Tucker had never been, and the only role Tucker knew how to play with him was disappointed father. None of them were typical Bureau material, and it wasn’t difficult to imagine the other two agents were meant to be another part of Tucker’s exile, or he part of theirs.


Taking ahold of Pennybacker’s arm to stop him in the doorway, Tucker said, ‘We won’t be so informal again. The Bureau men, I mean.’

Pennybacker nervously straightened his bow tie, as if he were the one who’d been rebuked. ‘Ah, it’s all right, it’s just a hotel.’

‘If it was only that,’ Tucker replied, ‘we wouldn’t be here.’

In the Smith Library – the most formal of the hotel’s three libraries, according to the staff, despite holding thousands of stiff-­jacketed titles – the meeting began. In addition to the FBI and State Department, there was also local law enforcement, a mayor, two immigration officers, and Edgar David Gilfoyle, society playboy, seated at the head of a large executive table, the latter looking more professional than his reputation suggested, his tawny hair coifed and respectable, his long nose speaking of good breeding. The harsh winter light cast a keen-­edged shadow behind him – behind everything, in fact. The huddled green leather chairs, the brass-­shaded floor lamps, the brass whippet statuettes, the agents lowering themselves into their seats: everything had its dark mirror version. While Gilfoyle and Pennybacker conducted the sort of elliptical small talk that powerful, indirect men performed to take each other’s measure, an impeccable little cake, sticky with strawberry glaze, appeared before Tucker, a fairy gift. He frowned at it mistrustfully.


A waiter materialized at his elbow. ‘Agent Minnick, what would you like to drink?’

What a magic trick! Agent Minnick. Absurd that the hotel somehow knew Tucker’s name and yet had not completed the most essential prerequisite for this meeting: expelling its guests. He asked, ‘What do you have that’s not water?’

‘Coffee, tea, lemonade, juice, Coca-­Cola.’

Coffee brewed with water from the tap, tea steeped in water from the tap, lemonade made with water from the tap – he couldn’t avoid the sweetwater forever.

‘A Coke will do me fine,’ Tucker said.

He could avoid it for now.

‘As you like,’ the waiter said, and Tucker was interested in the – not the equality of it, because this man was taking his drink order, after all – but the dignity of it. All the waiters carried themselves with a good-­humored bearing, as if only a stray turn of events had led to these elegant men being the ones delivering the food rather than receiving it, and that they did not in any way begrudge this fate. In this life, they served, in the next, perhaps, the seated men would. The atmosphere was not subservient. Instead, they were invited to play this guiltless game of luxury together.

Gilfoyle raised his voice. ‘Ah, here she is.’

The latecomer was the first woman they’d seen in the hotel. She was somewhat unconventionally dressed – slacks, wool jacket, short hair slicked back darkly – and she was followed by three dachshunds who, when she twitched a finger, sat themselves against the wall, as obedient as the staff. She was not outrageous, but she was confident, and in this room, the two concepts felt the same. It caught one’s gaze. Or perhaps just Tucker’s.


She asked, ‘How are you men enjoying your cake? Your drinks? You finding what you need?’

Her accent was as out of place here as her appearance, her woman-­ness. It was a local mountaineer accent, voice high, vowels and verbs clipped short. Enjoyin’. Findin’. Not a house cat like Edgar Gilfoyle, but a mountain lion. A mountain lioness.

‘This is June Hudson,’ Gilfoyle said. ‘Our general manager.’

The room stirred palpably.

June Hudson wore a knowing expression that suggested she was used to the stir she caused.

‘It’s very – it’s, ah – it’s very good!’ Mr. Pennybacker was first to lead the charge out of the silence. He prodded his cake with a fork. ‘Swell, really. I will miss treats like this when rationing arrives!’

June Hudson asked, ‘Would you like to know how that sweet little cake is accomplished? I have a whole squadron of young women who fly over the hotel and the town, collecting jam jars folks think they’re done with. Then the kitchen boils them, you see? Not the women, the jars. In a great big vat, all those jars give up that little bit of jammy goodness trapped in the bottom. Then another squadron of young men extracts the jars, and another still simmers the water right down to that glaze. Not an ounce of new sugar in those cakes, just sweetness others forgot. We might be a luxury hotel, but like everyone else, we learned a thing or two the last decade.’


She smiled. It was a cowboy’s smile, a crinkle of the eyes, a quirk of the mouth. Tucker felt he was once more standing on the porch of a Texas cabin, looking at the sun blazing a deadly landscape to gold.

But he could not afford to be fascinated.

Get in. Get out.

‘That’s just neat as can be, Miss Hudson,’ Pennybacker enthused. ‘Just the sort of innovation I like to see, exactly why the Avallon is the perfect choice to serve our great country.’

The January chill crept into June’s voice. ‘Mr. Gilfoyle only informed us last night that our great country had taken an interest in the Avallon.’

Gilfoyle studied the fireplace.

An old tension hung in the air, strong as the odor of the mineral water. Quite suddenly Tucker realized this was why the staff was ignorant of the mission; Gilfoyle wanted the Feds to break this news for him. Like meeting an informant in a public square. One rarely got gutshot in front of onlookers.

‘Ah yes, that. There must have been a misunderstanding about the security needs!’ Pennybacker was a child inserting himself between fighting parents. ‘We’ve lost a bit of time, but we do appreciate his discretion!’

Benjamin Pennybacker, State Department, slid a file across the table.

June Hudson, General Manager, did not open it.

‘No,’ she said.


It was a no with some real heft, a no you could put ham and cheese on. The room went silent to appreciate its substantiality.

‘. . . no?’ echoed Pennybacker. ‘You haven’t even looked.’

‘No,’ she repeated. ‘The Avallon ain’t equipped to accommodate special requests right now, but there’s several hotels between here and Washington that would be glad to give you a hand. I’m owed favors up and down these mountains; I can make some calls.’

The fireplace popped. A pipe in the walls groaned. A staff member’s sharp heels tapped down the hall outside the closed door. Pennybacker cleared his throat three times, considered a fourth. His throat remained unclear. 

Gilfoyle said, ‘It’s not like that, Miss Hudson.’

God save us from men like them! Tucker thought. There was always someone like him ready to put a dustless shoe on West Virginia’s neck. Schooled men with soft hands and unmarked knuckles, men with stammering, wise voices, telling a ferocious, capable woman like this what to do. This was not what Tucker’s job was supposed to be. This state, this hotel, her accent, his past, these people— 

‘It’s not like what?’ June asked.

Just get this done, Tucker thought. Get your life back.

But— 

Pennybacker craned his neck. ‘Agent Minnick, are you standing? Are you speaking?’

Tucker saw himself as if from the outside, arms crossed, fingers hooked on the strap of his shoulder holster. He saw June looking at him – more specifically, at his neck. Her gaze had found a mark nearly hidden by his collar, one most people didn’t notice and, if they did, didn’t identify: a coal tattoo. Children who played in houses powdered with coal and miners who survived tunnel collapses got them when coal dust permanently settled into their wounds. Already he was doubting this action of rising, of speaking; he was a man who found the unspoken word vastly more valuable than the spoken. But her gaze on his coal tattoo kept him on his feet, taut as a marionette.


The FBI agent was standing. He was speaking. This was the dark-­haired agent June had noticed the moment she arrived. If she were asked, she might have said the coal tattoo had drawn her eye, but that was untrue; she hadn’t seen it until he stood. It was his face that snagged her. There was a place on the property where the hot springs and the cold springs were so close that, lying on the moss between them, one could touch them both, marveling at the opposites. The agent’s face was like that: hard eyebrows, soft eyes, hard expression, soft mouth. Federal agent, coal tattoo.

He said, ‘I am Agent Tucker Rye Minnick of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Miss Hudson, I think it’s clear no one has been straight with you or your staff. You’re not happy with the state of affairs; let me assure you the FBI is also unhappy. You would like this to be a decision-­making meeting – it isn’t. Its only purpose is to tell you what needs to be done and let you alone to do it.’

‘Now, that’s overstating a bit. I don’t think that’s the only purpose—’ Pennybacker started.

Agent Minnick continued as if the State Department man hadn’t spoken, counting points on his fingers. ‘One. The current guests will need to go, immediately. The hotel must only contain staff, agency representatives, and the individuals listed in that file.


‘Two. Forty Border Patrol agents will assemble temporary guard towers and provide perimeter security.

‘Three. A Swiss liaison will act as a neutral intermediary between governments.

‘Four. Agent Pennybacker and I need updated lists of current employees. We will interview each and perform rigorous background checks. The staff must be advised that a failure to cooperate will result in termination of employment.

‘Five. Three hundred foreign nationals will arrive at the station on Wednesday and will stay until the State Department negotiates a return to their home countries, estimated at the twenty-­first of April.

‘Six. Agent Calloway on my right, Agent Harris on my left, and I will remove all phones, radios, and newspapers from the guest areas and, on behalf of the Bureau, monitor all communication through the switchboard and mail room.’

Gilfoyle looked a little angry; Pennybacker was in a state of high distress. The latter sputtered, ‘Agent Minnick, I really think you’re making Miss Hudson feel—’

Agent Minnick held up his hand. He finished, ‘These internees are coming; the clock is ticking; it began ticking before we arrived. You can’t say no, Miss Hudson. Someone with more rank already said yes.’

Stretching across the table, he flipped open the file to the first document. He said nothing as June scanned it, all the way down to the bottom, to the president’s signature.


Several years before, June had accompanied Mr. Francis to a meeting with the dignitaries of Constancy, the closest town, to discuss a deal the Avallon had struck with the railway for local infrastructure improvements. She’d been young then, unpracticed, and she’d laid out the requirements for the project just as Agent Minnick had. Bullet-­pointed. In order of necessity. After she’d finished, uncomfortable silence bruised the room. Mr. Francis had smoothly rescued her, making the list sound like it had mostly been the board’s idea and easing wounded egos. She knew better now, but she also knew, unlike the others, that Agent Minnick wasn’t being cruel. He was just boiling a jar down to the dregs.

‘Turn the page,’ Agent Minnick advised.

She turned the page. The next document shouted everything Agent Minnick had not. Minnick had called them foreign nationals, but these were no ordinary foreign nationals. They were diplomats.

Nazi diplomats.

Well, not all of them.

Another turn of the page revealed lists of Japanese names. Then Italian, Hungarian, Bulgarian. Many languages, one unspoken word: the enemy. There were a lot of unspoken words in the file. Here was one that was never used: ­detention. Instead, the hotel was to be an assembly point for Axis ­diplomats and their families. The foreign nationals were held, contained, safeguarded. Border Patrol agents would be provided, like one might provide towels and robes. Communication would be tastefully managed, like a cocktail party. Diplomatic reciprocity: you feed them caviar on one side of the ocean, we’ll feed them caviar on the other.


She could hear Sandy Gilfoyle’s gently mocking voice: Welcome to the thin, rarefied air of high international law, Goon.

Protests pressed against her lips. Her head of housekeeping’s son had just been killed at Pearl Harbor. She could think of three Polish Jews in her dining room staff just off the top of her head. The draft was due to harvest brothers, husbands, sons. How grotesque to ask this of them.

Young Sandy was in uniform and she hadn’t heard from him for weeks.

How grotesque to ask this of her.

But Agent Minnick had said this wasn’t a decision-­making meeting.

June lightly touched the words Takeo Nishimura. He was the Japanese envoy frequently seen in the company of Saburo Kurusu and Ambassador Nomura, who had promised peaceful solutions right until Pearl Harbor. Then Friedrich Wolfe, cultural attaché for Nazi Germany. Finally, Erich von Limburg-­Stirum, a trick air-­show pilot famous enough for even her to recognize his name. Not just diplomats, then. Journalists. Businessmen. Air-­show pilots.

She murmured, ‘These fellas are all being run out of Washington?’

‘Run out of,’ Pennybacker repeated, and laughed a little, to ease the sentiment. ‘It’s an issue of protection from an overexcited American public. Any negative event would be, as you imagine, an international incident. It’s important to have the – what do you call it? – the high ground. We’re talking diplomatic reciprocity. Precedent. Excellence. The Avallon is one of the very best luxury resorts within arm’s reach of Washington. Look, Miss Hudson, the Greenbrier already took an initial group just before Christmas, and if they’re taking part, you—’


The Greenbrier! Was this why she hadn’t heard from Loren, the Greenbrier’s manager? It was strange to imagine that her only other real competitor in luxury had also wrestled these ethical questions. She asked, ‘How many do they have?’

Pennybacker shook his head ruefully, as if he’d caught her trying to trick him. ‘It’s best if we don’t share details from the other hotels.’

Hotels, plural. Gilfoyle must have known about this for days, possibly weeks. He’d robbed her of her most valuable asset, time, although it was hard to tell if he understood how grand a theft it was. For years, he’d made his home in other people’s homes, flitting from friend to friend, party to party, blazing through three countries’ society pages. Black tie and champagne, women and nightlife; for Gilfoyle, the twenties had never ceased their roaring. What was the Avallon to him? A building.

‘Mr. Pennybacker, I’ll find out one way or another. What other hotels are we talking about?’

‘The Homestead,’ he said.

The Greenbrier and the Homestead were both grand hotels, capable of housing hundreds of guests. She regarded the list with new eyes. It had seemed enormous, but now she understood that it was abbreviated, partial. It was perfectly sized to fill the Avallon nearly to capacity because it was part of a much longer list cut into hotel-­sized pieces. For the first time, June really believed the country had gone to war a month before.


She stood up. The dachshunds stood up. Agent Minnick nodded, satisfied in some way.

Gilfoyle was a man electric, his eyes wide and alarmed. He said, ‘Miss Hudson – you’re not going?’

Of course she was going. He had placed her in an elevator car with the cables cut. While she had been Mr. Francis’s general manager, he had allowed her to forget this wasn’t really her hotel. Every decision had been her decision. But it was Gilfoyle’s now, which meant he could say yes when she would have said no. Without calling her first. If she was waiting for a sign of whether their time together meant anything, she had it. The elevator car plummeted.

‘As you just heard, Mr. Gilfoyle,’ June said, ‘we have a lot of work to do.’




Chapter Three

At least the Burns Night décor wasn’t going to waste.

Because there were so many guests leaving at once, checkout took place in the ballroom. Poetry twirled as June moved up and down the line, delivering personal apologies. Waitstaff, still wearing tartan sashes for the aborted ball, delivered travel parcels of nibbles constructed from durable components of the Burns Night feast. Here and there, guests reached up to read from the dangling pages, just as June had imagined earlier that day. It was a memorable scene. An unsettling scene. To see people like this queued up for their coats and their cars—! People like this didn’t queue. People like this had other people to queue for them.

‘“Wi’ mony a vow, and lock’d embrace, / Our parting was fu’ tender; / And, pledging aft to meet again, / We tore oursel’s asunder!”’ Mr. Astor (it was the Mr. Astor most people thought of when one said Mr. Astor, the one who was close friends with Roosevelt) (the Roosevelt most people thought of when one said Roosevelt) was one of the final guests in line. He was in one of his genial moods rather than his irascible one.


‘Mr. Astor, I’m right sorry to be seeing you go,’ June said. ‘Do you have any insider tips for me?’

Releasing the poem, he looked at her from beneath his big brows. ‘Avoid boats.’

‘Dear pet!’ broke in another voice. ‘What an adventure this is.’

The final guest was actually four guests: the Morgan family. They had spent the last week of January at the Avallon for as long as June had been manager. The Avallon had saved one generation’s marriage, healed a fraternal rift, buried a grandmother, and seen the youngest generation happily married. A decade in a life. In an entire family’s life.

The two Morgan sons (who reminded June, poignantly, of Sandy) pet the dachshunds and shyly hugged June, an outlandish display of affection only possible because they had been much younger when she’d met them. This reticence was the mark of the upper class; Mr. Francis had tried to teach her. This is the language of the lower class: immediacy, possession, lust, hunger, the obvious. This is the language of the ruling class: legacy, humor, artifice, generosity, subtlety. If you want someone to treat you above your station, most of what you want must remain unspoken. To say the thing is to prove your crassness. You are not crass, June Hudson. I am not crass, Mr. Francis. You are meant for great things, June Hudson. You can say that, I can’t; them are the rules, right? Ha. Those are the rules, June.

‘Dearest Miss Hudson,’ said Mother Morgan (wake-­up call 9:50 a.m., have a Roman Punch waiting on the balcony at check-­in, three spa treatments a week). The rumor was that she was a ruthless social shark outside this hotel, but here, she was the kindest of souls. ‘We’ve left a gift for you at the front desk.’


Guests often gave June pottery, jewelry, books, art. Gifts appropriate for a society lady, not for a hard-­living general manager. Memorably, a newly divorced heiress had once sent her the gift of Sears and Roebuck’s finest Italian bees. The workers had come in one box, the queen in another, nothing else in the box but some royal jelly to sustain her, not even dachshunds for company. Those bees, at least, were still doing good work.

‘John,’ Mother Morgan said in her demure way, ‘tell Miss Hudson what she needs to know.’

‘About—? Oh. Yes. Miss Hudson, I want you to say nothing and just listen to me,’ said Father Morgan (left-­handed Winnet enthusiast, occasional gambler, do not serve anchovies), who, outside this hotel, controlled the fates of thousands of men. Here, he was meekly grateful when the staff recalled his fondness for a hot toddy before bed. In a low voice, he described what was due to be rationed next, war legislation under discussion, current detention orders on the FBI’s desk, industries and cities likely to boom due to war production, his understanding of the State Department’s current power, and future draft plans as far as he or anyone else in his circle could see. It was the most meaningful gift the Morgans had ever offered her.

And then, just like that, they were gone. The ballroom was empty of everything but velvet-­roped stanchions, drifting Burns Night poetry, and a handful of staff taking stock of what needed to happen next.

June had never emptied the entire hotel. Not even during the Depression, when both rivers and parties had dried up and men had jumped from windows, an egalitarian pastime, business magnates and head waiters united in regret. Other luxury hotels had transitioned to convention venues or to apartments to solidify their survival. But June had instead dug deep into the Gilfoyle coffers to renovate rooms and revamp menus. Pushing aside the dreadful past, the hopeless future, she encouraged the Avallon to offer a glorious present. Worthless money flowed out of the Gilfoyles’ bank accounts faster than sweetwater out of rock. Are you very sure of this, June? Mr. Francis had asked after news of a particularly precipitous financial outlay made its way to him in New York – one knew it was precipitous if it made Mr. Francis nervous. We gotta look unafraid, June said. Pay the bill and pray for rain. Quite a gamble for a new, young GM. A successful gamble. The hotel had entered the Depression an institution; it exited a legend.


Now the legend had expelled the cultural denizens who were its lifeblood.

All, that is, except one.

‘Hoss, 411 . . .’ Griff said, rubbing his eye.

‘I know, I know.’

Up June went to the fourth floor; she had an elevator to herself. Every other elevator with guest access was manned by a well-­trained elevator operator, but not this one. Mr. Francis was far from the first person to die in the hotel – how many elderly, moneyed guests had June had to swaddle in their own bedclothes and smuggle out on the lower racks of two room service carts tied together? – but he had been an institution in an institution. The Gilfoyles had vast holdings, most of them in New York State and Massachusetts, and most owners would have hired another general manager so they could enjoy their wealth as they liked. But Mr. Francis was in the trenches with the staffers, raising his children on the property, never leaving the hotel grounds for any stretch of time until June finally succeeded him. Even though it had been a decade since then, he was still a legend.


But June wasn’t afraid of ghosts. If only Mr. Francis could haunt this elevator.

In the dim, the carpet seemed to crawl down the fourth-­floor hallway, dusky leaves and midnight-­blue curls writhing beneath the animal-­headed sweetwater fonts. Dark wood paneling absorbed the light from the ornate sconces. The doors, made intimidating simply by nature of being identical and numerous, stretched on and on. In the past, the maids had expressed fear that they would fling open, revealing ghosts. June, on the other hand, pictured the doors flinging open to reveal the living, all with urgent needs, none anticipated. Simple horrors.

June rapped a single knuckle on the door of room 411. Soft but audible, just as she’d been taught back in housekeeping.

A defiant crash sounded.

A voice came from within the room: ‘That was an end table. The feet were carved like lilies. I hope you’re happy! Go on, knock again, there’s plenty left to—’

June interrupted, ‘411.’

The door opened. Just wide enough for a brilliant green eye to peer out.

‘GM Hudson,’ said 411. ‘I expected you sooner.’

Most of the guests liked to be called by name, but not 411. She had been a guest for as long as June had been at the Avallon, and during that time, she had never, as far as anyone knew, stepped foot outside her suite. Meals, books, and other niceties of life were all delivered to her. Once every week, she confined herself in the bath, door locked, for a single staff member to clean, a maid who’d long since been promoted to head of housekeeping and was technically above such tasks. A long-­standing rumor held that 411 had been seen on her balcony during FDR’s presidential visit, but no one ever identified the employee who had seen her firsthand. This was what June knew about 411: she had been a high-­profile designer, was a divorcée, had a wicked sense of humor, and had done a wonderful job conceiving the Burns Night poetry apparatus.


‘Quite a lot of noise happening up here, 411.’

Ever theatrical, 411 had told the staff that every time they tried to convince her to check out, she would throw something out the window. Like many
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