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Valentine's Haunting


Chapter One
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“Pack your bags!” Omar said the moment Steven got home from the gym.

Steven shrugged off his winter coat and kicked off his boots.  “And a Happy Valentine’s Day to you too!”

“Happy Valentine’s Day,” Omar replied, his expression barely readable—was that irritation, anxiety, frustration... or absolute joy?  “Now pack your bags.  We’ve got reservations.”

Steven perked up at the sound of that.  “Oh, yeah?  Reservations where?”

A sneaky smirk worked its way across Omar’s lips, and he stepped forward to plant a tender kiss on Steven.  “I’ll tell you in the car.”

“No fair,” Steven said.  “How’m I supposed to know what to pack if you don’t tell me where we’re going?”

“I’ll give you a clue, then.  It’s not mountain climbing and it’s not deep-sea diving.”

Steven laughed heartily.  “Well, that narrows it down!”

“You’ll need an outfit for a relaxed dinner together, plus a B&B stay.”

“Hey, good call!”

Such a good call Steven actually invited his husband into the shower for the first time in goodness knows how long.  The world at large seemed to think gay men were always at it, but at their age?  Steven’s idea of a romantic Valentine’s Day was falling asleep in front of the TV.  A bottle of wine, a bag of kettle chips... what more could any man ask for?

Don’t get the wrong idea—he wasn’t anywhere near dissatisfied with their relationship.  Sure, Omar had a little more snow on the roof than when they’d first met, but he had a way of making Steven feel special and significant and even sexy, when the mood struck.

Granted, that wasn’t as often as it used to be.  But it should come as no shock.  Twenty-something years together were bound to cool a man’s jets somewhat.  That’s life. 

Once they were showered and dressed, Omar helped Steven pack for the overnight trip.  Must have cost a fortune, to book a B&B on Valentine’s Day weekend, but they were doing okay these days.  More than okay, in fact.  Gearing up for retirement, but not quite there yet.  

The idea of waking up every morning and having nowhere to go, frankly, set Steven a bit on edge.  Maybe he’d try for a later-in-life acting career.  He considered his face in the mirror.  He could say, pretty objectively, that he was an attractive man.  Looked a bit like the Trivago guy.  Everyone said so.

Steven got hit on by enough young women that he was confident in his appearance.  Strangely, young men didn’t seem to give him a second look.  Not that he would look back.  He really was happy and satisfied in his life with Omar. 

“Ready for departure?” Omar asked.

Steven glanced at the time.  Why were they leaving so early in the day?  “How far is this place?  What time do we get the room?”

Rather than answering either of those questions, Omar said, “They say it’s going to snow this afternoon.”

“Again?” Steven asked.  “Just what we need.  No snow for Christmas, but a heaping helping for Valentine’s Day.”

Omar smirked.  “Gotta keep ahead of Mother Nature.”

They carried their bags out to Omar’s vehicle.  Since this weekend getaway was his idea, he’d elected himself driver.  Anyway, Steven still didn’t know where they were headed.

Road trips made him feel young—like a child, almost.  He used to go on camping trips with his neighbour’s family when he was a kid.  The drive up to the campground was his favourite part of the whole experience.  The camping was great, too, but there was something about being in a car, listening to music, playing games, and having an exciting destination that really geared him up.

“I can’t stand the suspense,” Steven said the second Omar had finished merging onto the highway.  “Where are we going?  I need to know.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to be surprised?”

“I’m already surprised.  Where are we going?”

With a satisfied grin, Omar told him the name of the inn, but it wasn’t one Steven had ever heard of.  Even the town it was situated in... Steven hadn’t heard of that, either.  He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to have heard of this place.  Omar acted like he was taking Steven to Disney World, but this inn wasn’t ringing any bells.

“What are they known for?” Steven asked.

Omar seemed flabbergasted by the question.  “What are they known for?  What are they known for?”

“Yeah.”  Steven shivered.  He didn’t mean to.  Maybe his window was open a crack.  No.  Why was he suddenly so cold?  “What are they known for?”

“For murder!” Omar replied.

“What do you mean they’re known for murder?”

Omar glanced at him quickly, then turned his focus back to the road.  “Murder mysteries,” he said.  “They do those murder mystery dinners.  You know, where actors circulate around the room, then someone is killed and you have to figure out whodunit.”

“Oh.”  A wave of relief came over Steven.  “Well, that’s neat.  I’ve never been to one of those.”

“Yeah, me neither.  Something different for both of us.  For Valentine’s Day.”

Omar reached over and took hold of Steven’s hand.  They didn’t usually sit like this in the car, sit holding hands.  But it was nice.  Really nice.  The mention of murder had put Steven on edge, but feeling connected to his husband helped to assuage his fears.

A getaway.  A mystery.  A meal.  An escape from the ordinary. 

Romance.  Togetherness.  Entertainment.

This was bound to be a weekend they’d never forget.
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Chapter Two
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The B&B’s exterior had a very pleasant Victorian look about it.  Yet, despite its quaint loveliness, Steven felt apprehensive as they approached.  

“Well?” Omar asked, slowing the car as they came down the long drive.  “What do you think?”

Steven didn’t want to say anything negative about the place his husband had booked, so he nodded and smiled.  “Very nice.  Beautiful building.”

“The pictures online were great, but they didn’t do the place justice.  Let’s hope the room lives up to expectations.”

“Oh, I’m sure it will,” Steven said, but he couldn’t help noting the queasy cramping feelings in his stomach as they parked.

Omar obviously noticed.  Hard not to.  Steven had practically doubled over in the passenger seat with the pain of it.  “Are you okay?  What’s wrong?  What can I do?”

“Just a little carsick, I guess.”  Steven tried to smile.  He didn’t want to ruin their weekend.  “Hopefully our room is ready.  I wouldn’t mind lying down for a while.”

“Of course, of course,” Omar said.  “I’ll get us checked in.  You wait here.”

“No, no, I’ll come in too.  The fresh air will probably help.”

“Okay,” Omar said, though he sounded iffy about that.  “I’ll get the luggage later.  You’re not lifting a finger.”

“I won’t argue with you there.”

Steven spilled out the passenger side.  He was right about one thing: the cold February air went down a treat.  The outdoors smelled like a hockey rink, one of his favourite aromas, and when he looked around the parking lot, snow-covered grounds gave way to a tree line in the distance. 

When Omar came around to his side of the car, Steven said, “Beautiful location.”

“Yes, better than I even imagined.  We’ll have to come back in the spring or summer to check out the gardens.  They’re supposed to be extensive and well-maintained, according to the website.”

Steven breathed deeply.  Closed his eyes.  He could feel a shift in the air, from deep-freeze to pleasantly gauzy.  That could mean only one thing: snow was on its way.  

Good.  They’d made it here in one piece before the snowfall.

From the number of vehicles in the car park, seemed as though the other guests had had the same idea of arriving early.  

“Should we head inside?” Omar asked, simultaneously wrapping one arm around Steven’s shoulder and guiding him toward the inn.  

Steven’s feet didn’t move.

He couldn’t explain it.  He meant for them to move.  The weather wasn’t exactly tropical.  It made sense to go inside.  And yet his feet wouldn’t cooperate.

“Sorry,” he said, with an awkward burst of laughter.  “I feel like I’m stuck.”

“Stuck how?” Omar asked, looking down at Steven’s feet.

His winter boots must have felt self-conscious, being stared at like that, because suddenly Steven could move again.  “Never mind,” he told his husband.  “I guess I’m fine.”

“Good,” Omar said.  “We don’t want to spend Valentine’s Day in the parking lot, do we?”

Steven gave a good-natured chuckle as he looked up at the two-storey inn.  Had the sky darkened behind it?  Something seemed different about the place.  Daunting.  His heart raced as they approached the building.  His stomach clenched.  A wave of dizziness came over him, and he clung to his husband as they entered.

Chairs! Big, beautiful wingback chairs! Steven had never been so glad to see a chair.  He said to Omar, “I’m going to sit while you check us in, if you don’t mind.”

“No, of course not,” Omar said, his expression a mask of concern.  “Are you feeling okay?  You look pale.”

Steven tried for a smile.  “Just... dizzy.  I must not have gotten enough sleep last night.  I shouldn’t have gone in for such a strenuous workout this morning.”

A grin bled across Omar’s lips.

That grin was contagious.  “At the gym,” Steven said.  “At the gym.”

“Oh, I see.”  Omar leaned in close to say, “I thought you meant in the shower.”

Steven rolled his eyes, but humour helped.  So did sitting. 

He hadn’t even noticed that his big sturdy chair faced a gas fireplace until the heat emanating from the unit alerted him to the flames.  Usually, he’d have found a fire to be the height of luxury, especially in a setting like this one, with its classic Victorian décor, but today... well, he couldn’t explain it, but the fire inspired an itchy sense of fear inside his chest.  

His heart raced again, just as it had done when he was outside.

What was wrong with him?  It was Valentine’s Day.  Omar had planned this perfect getaway.  He needed to pull himself together.  Get it together.  

Leaning forward, he extended his cold hands toward the fire’s warmth.  His fingers must have been frozen, because the heat coming off that fireplace burned them, like when you’re a kid and you take off your mittens to form the perfect snowball, then you come in from outside and your mom tells you to wash up for dinner.  Even lukewarm water feels boiling hot when your skin is that cold.

Steven tucked his hands between his thighs.  In that moment, a straight couple around his age entered the inn.  The woman glanced at where he’d put his hands and grimaced.  To show that he wasn’t doing anything perverted, he shivered exaggeratedly, even let his teeth chatter a bit.  The woman did not seem impressed.

Luckily, that pair was gone in a snap, just in time for Omar to arrive at his side.  “Are you shaking?”

“No,” Steven said.  “Well, yes, but not really.”

Omar cocked his brow, but didn’t follow up.  Instead, he extended one of two key cards in Steven’s direction.  “We’re all checked in.  We’re upstairs in the east wing.  Want to scope out our room, or do you need to sit a while longer?”

“I wouldn’t mind sitting, to be perfectly honest, except the heat from this fire is burning my knees.”

Omar felt the air between Steven and the fireplace.  He left his hand suspended there for a long moment before saying, “I don’t think the heat is on.  Looks like the vents are closed”

Steven wasn’t about to start an argument over such a ridiculous issue, but clearly the heat was on.  

Not just on, but blazing.
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Chapter Three
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Their room was beautiful.  Quaint, but that’s not to say small.  Pretty as a postcard.

So why did Steven feel massively uncomfortable the second he walked through the door?

“Well?” Omar asked.  “What do you think?”

“Nice,” Steven said, forcing a smile.  “Good.  Nice.”

Omar gave him that look that said, “I know you’re lying,” but didn’t call him on it.  Which was just as well.  Steven couldn’t have explained what made him feel so ill-at-ease in this place.  And even if he knew, he definitely didn’t have the energy to explain.

The main thing was, Steven didn’t want Omar feeling bad.  About picking this place, bringing him here.  About anything.  After all, this getaway was Omar’s idea.  On paper, it seemed like a great one.

Steven sat on the bed, but he didn’t remain upright for long.  His head felt heavy as a bowling ball.  The pillow was a magnet, drawing him down.  At least the bed was comfortable.  He got the sense he’d be spending a good deal of time in it. 

Omar seemed excessively concerned when he came over to ask, “Are you okay?  Be real with me. What’s wrong?”

“I’m fine,” Steven assured his husband.  “Combination of carsickness and not enough sleep.  What time’s the murder mystery thing?”

“Starts at six.”

Steven glanced at the clock on the bedside table.  “Oh, plenty of time for a nap.  Hope you don’t mind.”

Omar smiled generously.  “What am I going to do, drag you around the grounds in this state?”

“You’d have to drag me,” Steven replied.  “Put me on a toboggan and pull me through the woods.”

Omar laughed heartily.  “I’ll take the opportunity to give the place a good once-over, then I’ll bring in the luggage.  Is that okay by you?”

“Yes, fine.  I’m just sorry I can’t walk around with you, but...”  Steven yawned.  His stomach clenched, but he tried not to let on.  “Could you do me a favour and close the curtains before you go?”

“Of course,” Omar said, and kissed him on the forehead.  “I’ll leave your key card on the bedside table, here, in case you want to leave the room.  See you in a bit.”

“Don’t let me sleep through dinner,” Steven said.

If Omar made any reply, he was too zonked to hear it.  As soon as the curtains were closed, he was out like a light.  He dreamed right away, which he didn’t think was even possible, but what did he know?  It wasn’t exactly his area of expertise.  

He couldn’t remember what his dreams were about, only that they frightened him in the extreme.  This was highly unusual.  Steven wasn’t normally affected by his dreams, and he almost never had nightmares.

Not just that, but these dreams felt so real.  Not like dreams at all.  Like terror.  Like absolute life-or-death level terror.

He woke up all at once, not because of the nightmares, but because his body was pouring out sweat.  He’d never experienced anything like it, not even during his most gruelling workouts.  There was so much sweat between his legs he thought, for a moment, that he’d peed the bed.  Expect that his armpits felt the same way.  And his back.  Christ, even his hair was sweating.  How was it possible to feel this hot?

Must have been the duvet.  Too thick.

Peeling off the linens, Steven rolled his dizzy body out of bed.  He’d never needed a shower so badly in all his life.  His shirt was actually stuck to his chest.  That’s how much he’d sweated in his sleep. 

By the time he’d reached the bathroom, he was entirely naked and, somehow, his nudity made him feel uncomfortable even though he was completely alone.  He didn’t even feel this self-conscious at the gym, walking around the locker room with a bunch of other men.  He didn’t feel self-conscious in that situation, so why should he feel so now?  In a bathroom by himself?

He closed the door, hoping he’d feel better about his surroundings if the space were more enclosed.  But that almost made things worse.  Steven wasn’t prone to claustrophobia, but there was something about this situation, about this place, that made him so nervous he started shaking.  Sweating and shivering simultaneously.  Was there a hospital nearby?  He must be ill, very ill.  

The idea of ruining Omar’s Valentine’s Day plans made Steven’s stomach clench.  He couldn’t do that to his husband.  Maybe he’d feel better after a shower.

He turned on the water, and the pressure was good.  So was the temperature.  He wasn’t entirely sure whether he wanted cold water or hot, seeing as he was both sweaty and freezing, but he settled on tepid and stepped under the flow.

Water really was a wonder, a healing force.  His legs had been so weak when he rolled out of bed that he’d felt sure he’d have to sit at the bottom of the tub.  But as soon as that force of nature struck him in the face, in the chest, he felt revived.  Thank God for water.

He raised his arms and allowed the shower to wash the sweat away.  

There was nothing like a brand new bar of hotel soap.  He popped it out of its little cardboard box and sudsed up his skin, cleaning away the salt and oils that had been brought out by all that sweat.

What had he been dreaming about?  What could have caused his body to panic like that?  Flying?  Falling?  Monsters?  Demons?  He wasn’t exactly prone to anxiety dreams, but he must have been having one, to have broken out in such a sweat.  

If only he could remember his dream...

And then it came back to him, the voice he’d heard in his sleep.  He couldn’t remember the context.  Only the voice.  The voice, so deep and dark and husky, like something dead, or almost dead.

As he remembered the voice, he heard it again, replaying in his mind—replaying in his ear, as a matter of fact.

“Get out,” the voice told him.  “Get out... or die!”
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Chapter Four
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Steven felt hot again, as he attempted to put that terrible voice out of his head.  He’d been dreaming.  That’s all.  Just a dream.  He’d felt unwell.  He’d had a bad dream.  If he were parenting a small child, that’s what he’d tell them.  It was just a dream. It wasn’t real.  There’s nothing to worry about.

But he couldn’t seem to convince himself that was true.

Steven rinsed the suds from his skin.  His hair was wet, but he didn’t wash it.  He’d had enough of this shower.  It wasn’t making him feel any better. 

He turned off the water and stood there in the tub while drips fell from the showerhead.  This wasn’t one of those fancy high-end places with modern shower enclosures.  Just a tub with a shower curtain, like you’d have at home.  Somehow, not being able to see beyond the opaque layer got his pulse racing.

Why?  There was nothing in the room with him.  He knew that for sure.  He’d entered alone.  He was alone.

So why did he feel as though someone else were there, on the other side of the shower curtain?

Waiting for him...

This was ridiculous.  He pulled back the curtain.  

No one was there.  

Of course no one was there.  Why would anyone be there?  Unless Omar had returned to the room, or a very insistent hotel employee decided to play the gay valet and wrap him up in a towel.

Speak of the devil, just as Steven was thinking of Omar the main door to their room opened and closed.  Had to be Omar returning with their luggage.

“Am I ever glad you’re back!” Steven said through the bathroom door.  He didn’t want to open it just yet, and let cool air rush in to ruin the bathroom’s misty atmosphere.  “I had the strangest dream.  I don’t really remember it, but it freaked me out.  All I remember is a voice telling me to get out or I was going to die.”

Omar didn’t say anything, though Steven could hear him shuffling about the room.  Maybe this bathroom door was thicker than it looked.  Maybe Omar couldn’t hear him.

But that made no sense, because he could hear Omar.  He could hear his husband... doing what, out there?  Sounded like tossing things on the floor, from what he could make out. 

Steven dried his skin as thoroughly as he could, and then braced for cool air as he opened the bathroom door.  “Omar?”

There was nobody out there.

“Omar?”

Steven poked his head out of the temperate bathroom, but he saw no one.  Unless his husband was hiding in the closet, there was only one little nook he couldn’t see from the doorway.  He ventured in that direction.  There, he found their luggage, but no Omar.

The door opened behind him, and Steven’s heart jumped into his throat.  “Jesus!  There you are!”

“Here I am,” Omar said, removing snow-covered boots before entering the room.  “I think I’m going to leave these in the hallway.  No one’s going to steal them in a place like this.  I just don’t want to track snow all over our nice clean room.”

“Stash them in the closet,” Steven suggested, his heart still pounding in his chest.

“Oh yeah.  Good idea.”

When Omar had entered and hung up his coat, he said, “It sure is coming down out there.  What a mess the roads are going to be.”

Steven didn’t care about that.  He didn’t care about the snow or the roads.  “Were you just in here, just a second ago?”

Omar looked at him, really looked at him, for the first time since entering the room.  “No.  I brought up the luggage, but that was a good forty-five minutes ago.  You were sound asleep, so I let you be and took a stroll around the grounds.  They’ve got snowshoes here.  Did you know that?  I thought it would be a great thing to try tomorrow before we leave.”

“Yeah,” Steven said, utterly distracted by... by what?  He didn’t know what.  “No!  What time is it?  Let’s go now!”

“Now?” Omar asked, approaching Steven cautiously.  “There’s not enough snow yet.  And, anyway, the mystery dinner’s coming up soon.  We’ll have to get dressed for that.”

“I can dress fast,” Steven said.  “I know you say I can’t, that I take too long, but I can dress fast if I try.  I can do it.  Let’s just go now, get out of this room, get some air.”

“What’s got into you?” Omar asked, running his hand through Steven’s wet hair.  “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“No.  I just... I just would like some fresh air, that’s all.  Is that really too much to ask?”

Omar took a step back, almost as if Steven were blasting out some kind of force field that kept people who cared about him at bay.

The truth was that he didn’t want to tell his husband what he felt.  Because he didn’t understand it himself.  He felt unsettled, uncomfortable, but he didn’t know why.  Ever since they’d arrived at the inn, Steven felt as though he were navigating some kind of funhouse.  Except it wasn’t fun.  Not at all.

And he couldn’t explain any of this to his husband.

“Well, get dressed,” Omar said, “if you want to check out the grounds.  And dry your hair real quick.  We don’t want you catching your death.”

“Catching my death.”  Steven repeated the words out loud, and then again in his mind.  Over and over again in his mind.  “Don’t want me catching my death...”
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Chapter Five
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It was easy to tell the actors from the guests.  The murder mystery was set in the late 1800s, so all the players sported Victorian garb.  Very impressive.  Costumes like those didn’t come cheap.  

Not just that, but they spoke like they were in a period drama.  They pulled faces when guests used modern expressions or slang.  “Goodness me!  The turns of phrase being employed in London, these days.  One simply cannot remain abreast of such changes to the modern vernacular!”

The performances were so entertaining Steven was very nearly able to put out of his mind all that he’d experienced earlier in the day.  And then, every so often—he couldn’t say why—a feeling would come over him and he’d think back to how he felt in the shower. When he felt there was someone in the room with him, but no one was there.  How unsettling it was to open a door and expect to see his husband and... no husband was present.  No one at all.

Steven tried to snap out of this endless cycle of thoughts.  When there wasn’t an actor at the table, he attempted to focus on conversations Omar shared with the other guests.  He couldn’t.  It was all a dull hum in his ears.  

He focused on the food, which was hearty and filling.  Not exactly five star cuisine, but maybe that’s not what he needed at a time like this.  In the middle of February, when there’s a snowstorm whipping the world into a sparkling sea of ice, what you really need is stick-to-your-ribs grub.  

Steven gobbled up mashed potatoes and roasted root vegetables, meat and gravy, warm bread and cold butter.

Maybe he’d eaten too much, or eaten too quickly, because he soon felt that same woozy feeling that had overtaken him when they’d first arrived here.

For a few minutes, he sat still, trying to recover on his own.  Then one of the women across the table looked him over and said, “Goodness, you don’t seem well!”

Omar turned to him and promptly agreed.  “Yeah, what’s wrong?  You look like absolute hell.”

“I’m not feeling so great,” Steven admitted.  “I must have eaten too fast.”

Omar looked imploringly at the other guests.

Rising from the table, Steven said, “I think I’ll go lie down for a while.”

“But we haven’t found out who the murderer is,” Omar replied.

One of the women across the table raised her hand, as if she were asking to be called on in school.  “I lay a bet it’s that Scotland Yard inspector!”

Her husband tutted.  “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s never the inspector.”

“I know,” she went on.  “That’s why I bet it’s him.  To shake things up.  Give us something we’ve never seen.”

“People don’t watch murder mysteries to see something they’ve never seen,” her husband shot back.

Steven couldn’t listen to their bickering.  He took a few steps out of the dining room, feeling like his legs were made of wet noodles.  “You stay,” he said to Omar.  “Find out who the murderer is.  I’ll be fine.”

“Are you sure?” Omar asked.  “You don’t look so great.”

“I’m sure.”

“I’ll come check on you between courses,” Omar offered, but an actor had already taken up Steven’s abandoned chair, and the entire table was distracted by the show already in progress.  Which was just as well.  Steven had never felt so wobbly as he made his way across the hall.  

The night manager caught his eye as he ambled toward the stairs, and asked, “Are you okay?  You don’t look so hot.”

“Thanks,” Steven replied, flatly.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I know.”

“I meant you look like you’re about to topple over.”

“Hope not.”

But her words were like witchcraft, and Steven started to waver.  The young woman raced out from behind the check-in desk, but he could tell she wouldn’t be much use to him—that skirt didn’t allow her legs much movement, and her poor feet!  Imagine standing all night in heels like those!  She must sit down when everyone’s gone to bed.  

Still, she came to his rescue.  Tossing her braids to one side, she nudged her shoulder into his armpit to supported him while they made their way slowly up the stairs.

“Want me to call a doctor?” she asked.  “I’ve done it before, for other guests.  Only, the snow’s still coming down, so it’ll take a while for anyone to get here.  Alternatively, I could check our register to see if any of the guests booked in happen to be doctors.”

“It’s okay,” Steven assured her.  “I’m okay.  I just need to lie down.”  It occurred to him that she might think his illness had something to do with the food, which he’d scarfed down unapologetically.  So he added, “I’ve been feeling rotten all day.”

That ought to put her mind at ease.

“Please,” she said.  “If there’s anything I can do to help you, please let me.”

The young woman’s sheer empathy warmed Steven’s heart, and reminded him of Omar, back when they first got together.  And look at him now.  Valentine’s Day, and he was down there in the dining room with a bunch of actors while a stranger carried a sick Steven to their room. 

He gazed at his saviour.  She wore a silver nametag engraved with the name Laetitia.  Now there was a name he hadn’t seen in a long time.  He’d gone to school with a girl named Laetitia, spelled the same and everything.  In his mind, she’d always be twelve, but in reality... well, she’d be the same age as him.  Or dead, possibly.

When they arrived at the door, Laetitia’s dark skin paled noticeably.  “You’re staying in this room?” she asked.

“Uh-huh.”  Steven slid his keycard from his pocket.  Even that took more effort than it should have.

“Oh,” Laetitia replied, barely a breath.  “Okay.  Oh boy.  Okay.”

What was this girl so nervous about?

Steven didn’t care.  He needed to lie down.  Laetitia pushed open the door and he stepped inside.  He flopped on the bed, on top of that brilliant white duvet, like a snow-covered clearing. 

Laetitia didn’t move.

She could stand there all night, for all Steven was concerned.  Consciousness was fading fast.  He’d be asleep in moments.

But as he drifted off, he was sure he heard the night manager say, “Call the front desk if anything happens.  Promise you’ll call.  If anything goes wrong...” 
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Chapter Six
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Steven fell into a dark, dreamless slumber.  Somehow, he felt aware of his surroundings, which made him question whether he really was asleep, but he couldn’t move his limbs or even flutter his eyelids, so he couldn’t be awake.  Could he?

Perhaps yes.  Perhaps he was hovering in that state between dreaming and wakefulness, because now he was sure... he was quite sure... yes, he was sure he could smell smoke!

His eyes burst open, but he couldn’t see a thing, not even the ceiling above his head.  The room was thick with dark, noxious clouds.  He’d never smelled anything so foul in all his life.  This wasn’t like a campfire, not at all.  There was a chemical tinge to the aroma filling his nostrils, filling his lungs.

Why hadn’t the fire alarms gone off?  They should be blaring.  The whole building must be on fire!  Wait, where was Omar?  Still downstairs in the dining room?  Steven hoped not.  The other guests must have gotten out.  The fire would have originated in the kitchen, most likely.  Wasn’t that where most fires started?  Unless it was an electrical fire.  Those could start anywhere.  Those could spark inside walls.

He had to get out.  Had to get out!  Get out!  Why was he just lying there?  Why weren’t his limbs moving?  Hear that, legs?  Move!  Shift!  Swing to one side!

Nothing.  Not a twinge of muscle movement.  Was he paralyzed?  He felt as though he’d been drugged.  Maybe that was to do with smoke inhalation.  

Steven started coughing, and the motion propelled him forward, made him lurch up from the bed and bounce back down on the pillow.  This was good.  This was movement.  He could use this, and he did.  The next time he coughed, he urged his body to turn on its side.  He compelled himself to roll onto his front. 

Good.  Now he was close enough to the edge of the bed that his feet naturally began to slide off the side.  His feet, followed by his legs, and then the rest of him, worming like a Slinky off the side of the bed.

Once he was flat on the floor, he expected the smoke to clear, at least a bit.  That didn’t happen.  It was dark down there, too.  Dark and grey, the air barely breathable.  How he wasn’t already dead, he didn’t know. 

Flat on his belly, he moved along the floor like a trench soldier in a war movie.  His head felt about the weight of a boulder.  It kept dropping to the ground.  Picking it up again was about the hardest thing he’d ever done.  

When he found the wall, he followed along with one hand until it gave way to a door.  The handle might be hot.  He’d learned that somewhere—in school, maybe.  You were supposed to use caution when touching a door handle in a burning building, because it could be hot enough to melt your skin.

But this one wasn’t.  He was able to pull it downward.  That was only Step One.  Then came the task of actually opening the door, which meant pulling it towards himself while he lay flat on the floor.  How on earth would he manage this move?

“Help!” he called out.  His voice sounded muffled and distant and, anyway, everyone else would have gotten out of the building by now.  

The fire department might be on its way, but this was only a small community.  Their firefighters were probably volunteers, and even with a big pump engine, so much snow had fallen that it could take ages to get here.

Steven was on his own.  If he wanted out, he’d have to help himself.  So he yanked that door with all his might, hard enough to whack himself in the chin.  As much as that smarted, he had to concentrate on slipping his hand between the door and the jamb, then pulling it open little by little.

He crawled out of his room with his eyes closed against the harsh effects of the smoke.  His body felt so heavy, so brutally heavy and pulled down by gravity, that he just wanted to lie out there in the hall for a while.  The air didn’t feel quite so heavy out here.  

Still, he knew he couldn’t rest in place.  He had to get out.

“Help!” he said.  “Fire!”

When he’d made it to the stairs, he used the rails to haul himself to his feet.  He opened his eyes for the first time since leaving the room.  The air didn’t seem too bad.  He could breathe naturally.  No sign of smoke.

But he was already darting down the stairs, his legs propelling him toward the room where he’d last seen his husband.  All the while, he heard himself crying out, “Fire!  Fire!  Help, there’s a fire!”

He arrived at the mouth of the dining room to find all the guests enjoying dessert at their tables.  The actors circulated as before.  A few of the couples looked in his direction to see what all the commotion was about, but not many. 

Laetitia intercepted him before he could set foot in the dining room.  Placing one flat hand on each shoulder, she walked him backward, back toward the staircase.  

“Is there a problem?” she asked, her eyes darker than before.  “Because, if there is a problem, I’m sure we can sort it without interrupting the show.”
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Chapter Seven
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“There’s a fire!” Steven cried, feeling claustrophobic, wanting to get out, wanting the other guests to hear his voice.  “There’s a fire upstairs.  My room, our room, it’s full of smoke.”

“I understand,” Laetitia said, calmly guiding him toward the stairs.  “Let’s go have a look, now.  Let’s go together.”

He tried to get past her, but he was too weak, too disoriented.  He wound up reaching over her shoulder, reaching for Omar, but also resting his torso somewhat on hers.  Strangely, she didn’t seem surprised by this—by any of it.

Luckily, his shouting had attracted his husband’s attention, and Omar jogged over to where Steven had draped himself over a hotel employee.  “What’s going on, here?”

“Omar!” Steven cried, grasping at his husband’s lapels.  “You’ve got to tell them!  You’ve got to warn them!  Our room is on fire!  The whole place is bound to collapse.”

Laetitia and Omar exchanged a look that read as concerned for Steven’s welfare, and yet unperturbed by his story.  He found this wholly enervating. 

“Didn’t you hear me?” Steven asked.  “The building is on fire!  The alarms should be blaring!  You need to call the fire department!  Why aren’t you doing anything?

“Let’s go up,” Omar said, helping Laetitia to usher Steven toward the staircase.

The stairs, those daunting, impossible stairs...

“I can’t,” Steven said.  “I can’t.  My legs...”

Laetitia nodded, and shuffled to one side.  “That’s fine.  We’ll take the elevator instead.”

Steven’s chest filled with dread as his husband and the night manager escorted him inside the tiny elevator cabin.  Why was it so small?  Was it intended for luggage only?

He clung to Omar, shivering even though he wasn’t cold.  If anything, he felt hot, and hotter still as they spilled out of the elevator and into the hallway.

There was no trace of smoke in the air, but there hadn’t been earlier.  Not in the hallway.  The fire seemed confined to his room, to their room.  His and Omar’s.  The one he no longer had a key for.

“I left the key in the room,” he said, in a sudden panic.

“It’s okay,” Omar replied, soothing him.  “I’ve got mine.  Here it is, right here.”

“Be careful!” Steven warned his husband.  “The handle might be hot.”

Except it hadn’t been earlier, had it?  He’d been so worried, and then it wasn’t even warm.

“I’ll be careful,” Omar assured him, placing the key card in the reader and swiftly pressed down on the door handle.

Steven raised his arm.  He lodged his face in the crook of his elbow to protect himself from the billowing black smoke he expected to see when Omar threw open the door to their room.

But there was none.  No smoke, no fire.

All three of them stepped inside.  How could this be?  The whole place was on fire when he ran downstairs.  Now there were no signs of smoke, no fire damage, no nothing.

“I swear it was on fire,” Steven said.  “I’m not crazy and I wasn’t dreaming.  This room was full of smoke.  I could barely breathe.  I had to crawl along the floor to get out.”

He wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince—Laetitia, Omar, or himself.

“Who’s going to tell him?” Omar asked Laetitia.

“Tell me what?”

Laetitia gave him a sad sort of frown, like she felt sorry about everything he’d gone through.  Did she believe him, though?  That was the question.

“Come here,” she said.  “Sit down.  I have some information I want to share with you.”

Steven’s heart raced as he set himself on the bed.  He’d broken out in a sweat and he didn’t feel at all well.  “I can’t,” he said, darting past Omar and Laetitia, out the door and into the hall.  “I can’t spend another second in that room.  I can’t spend another second in this building.  I want to go home.  Omar, take me home, please, I’m begging you!  I want to go home!”

He raced from the room, darted down the stairs, and ran toward the inn’s front entrance.  When he looked outside, his heart slumped.  The grounds were blanketed in snow.  Cars in the parking lot were barely visible.  The world had gone white, and more snow was falling all the time.  Huge chunks of the stuff tumbled from the sky to bury their getaway vehicle from above.  

There was no way on earth they’d be able to leave this place.

Not tonight.

Maybe not ever.
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Chapter Eight
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Laughter emanated from the dining room.  

How could everybody else be so happy when Steven was going through hell?  Why was he the only one in this entire building to perceive something horrible, something dangerous?

Maybe he actually was going crazy.  If the whole world saw this place one way and he saw it another, what did that say?

When Omar and the night manager caught up with him, Steven mournfully remarked, “We can’t leave.  Look at that snow.  We can’t leave.  But we have to.  But we can’t.”

Omar wrapped both arms around him and held him tight.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “You’re going through hell, here, and I can’t save you.  It’s all my fault for booking this inn, for booking that room.”

Melting into his husband’s embrace, Steven said, “I feel like I’m losing my mind.  Something’s wrong with me.  There’s gotta be... gotta be something wrong...”

“There is something wrong,” Laetitia interjected.  “But not with you.”

Steven turned his head to look at the young woman.  She showed them to the seating area near the entrance.  They all sat around the fireplace, Laetitia in a wingback chair, Steven and Omar together on a loveseat.  Holding hands.  Clinging to one another.

“I think your husband knows the story I’m about to tell,” Laetitia began.

Omar jumped in to say, “I do, but I only just learned it at dinner.  I didn’t know before we got here.  I heard it from the other guests.  They come here every year, every Valentine’s Day.”

Laetitia nodded.  “We have a lot of regulars, but none of them will stay in your room.”

“Because of the stories?” Omar asked.

“They’re more than just stories,” Laetitia said, gravely.

Steven looked from his husband to the night manager.  He didn’t feel ill anymore, or sweaty or even particularly scared, but he did feel confused.  “Will somebody tell me what’s going on?  What are you talking about?”

“The fire,” they both said at once.

Laetita’s eyes opened wide.  She asked Omar, “Do you want to tell him?”

Omar shook his head.  “No, I’m sure you know the story better.”

Laetita nodded.  “I’ve had seven years of Valentines Days dealing with fallout from that horrible event.  I’ve begged the owners to close off that room, even if it’s just one day a year.  But there’s such a high demand for rooms on Valentine’s Day.  We’re fully booked every year.”

“Will someone please tell me what this is all about?” Steven begged.  He was desperate to make sense of his experiences.  He needed to know for sure he wasn’t losing his mind.

Solemnly, Laetita said, “It took place on Valentine’s Day, nearly twenty years ago.  Well before my time working here, but we’ve been feeling the echoes of that event ever since.”

“What event?” Steven asked.

Omar held his hand tightly.  “She’s telling you.  Just listen.”

“A husband and wife came to stay with us.  They booked a room, just like anyone else.  Checked in, attended the murder mystery, but partway through dinner, the husband started feeling woozy and went off to bed.  That was the last time he was ever seen alive.”

Steven’s pulse weakened, upon hearing that.  He felt faint, and rested his head on Omar’s broad shoulder.

“In the middle of the night, guests started smelling smoke.  The fire brigade was called in.  That night wasn’t as snowy as what we’ve got now, so it didn’t take the firefighters too long to arrive, but by the time they got here, it was already too late.  They burst into your room—the room where the fire got started—and there they found the badly burnt body of a man.”

Steven made the mistake of picturing it.  The image was very clear in his mind, like it had been put there by someone on the scene.  He didn’t want to see that image ever again, and yet he suspected it would haunt him for the rest of his days.

“After the blaze had been put out, the arson investigators arrived.  It was obvious, even to our small-town volunteer fire department, that the scene had been staged.  The body was found on the bed surrounded by cigarette butts and newspapers, making it look like he’d fallen asleep smoking, but apparently the place reeked of accelerant, and the way the room had burned... well, they knew what they were looking at.”

Steven’s experiences in that room were starting to make sense.  He listened intently as Laetitia told him what happened that night.

“Following the fire, a woman drove up on the scene asking what had happened.  She’d been at the murder mystery dinner.  She was a guest at the inn.  Her husband was still inside.”

“Her husband was inside but she wasn’t?” Steven asked.  “On Valentine’s Day?  In the middle of the night?  What, did they have a fight or something?”

Laetitia looked to Omar knowingly, then said, “At first, she claimed she’d gone out to buy something or other.  Then she changed her story, saying they’d argued.  When officials informed her that her husband was dead, she reacted very strangely.  She told investigators he must have set himself on fire, smoking cigarettes and reading the paper after drinking himself silly.”

Omar asked, “How would she know?”

“Especially when you consider that, later in the investigation, the husband’s friends and family were interviewed.  They all said this man never drank to excess, and that he was always lecturing people about the health hazards of smoking.  He wasn’t the sort of man who would get drunk and pass out with a cigarette between his fingers.”

“Sometimes friends and family don’t know a person as well as their spouse does,” Steven reasoned.

“Maybe,” Laetitia nodded.  “But in this case, it turned out the wife was a cold-blooded killer.  She planned it all.  Poisoned her husband earlier in the evening.  He went off to bed, and she expected him to die all alone up there.  When she went up to the room later and found that he was still breathing, she moved on to Plan B and torched the place.”

Omar said, “That’s horrifying.”

“A lot of people believe fire destroys evidence,” Laetitia went on.  “But the investigators said it actually creates evidence.  And they had more than enough to convict this lady of murdering her husband.”

Steven couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move.  Earlier in the afternoon, when he’d felt woozy, when he’d felt watched, was that this murdered husband? Was he putting his symptoms on Steven?  Warning him not to stay?  Fearing that every man who checked into that room was somehow cursed?

“Every Valentine’s Day it’s the same thing,” Laetitia went on.  “Every year I have couples checking out almost the moment they’ve checked in.  You lasted longer than most.”

Omar asked, “What have people experienced?”

“Men,” Laetitia said.  “It’s always men who experience these things.  But we’ve had reports of feeling ill, feeling watched, smelling smoke, sensing fire...”

“All that,” Steven interrupted.  “That all happened to me, all of it.”

Omar gripped his hand tightly.  “I’m so sorry.  It’s all my fault.”

“It’s the inn’s fault,” Laetitia said, bluntly.  “This happens every year, to every set of guests.  We thought it might be different for you, being two men rather than a husband and wife.  We thought the ghost might not see a husband as a threat, but I guess we have our answer.  Our ghost is suspicious of any spouse, regardless of gender.”

“Seems so,” Omar said.  Gazing meaningfully into Steven’s eyes, he said, “I hope you know I would never do anything to harm you.”

“I do.  Of course I do.  I trust you more than I trust myself.  And I know you’d get me out of here this instant if it wasn’t for all that snow.”  Before Omar could answer, Steven turned to Laetitia and asked, “Wait up—why did this woman kill her husband?  What was her motive?”

Laetitia blushed and lowered her eyes.  “She was having an affair with a co-worker.  I guess she wanted to be rid of her husband, but didn’t want all the mess and expense of a divorce.”

Omar said to Steven, “Promise me if you ever want a divorce, you won’t murder me for it.”

“I promise,” Steven replied.  “But here’s my problem: I can’t sleep in that room.  I’m sorry, but I can’t.  I would rather sleep in the car than set foot upstairs for another second.  I swear I will sleep in the snow if I have to.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Laetitia said.  “Being Valentine’s Day, the inn is fully booked, but I think I have a plan...”
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Chapter Nine
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Omar brought down Steven’s coat, and they were both bundled up in hats and mitts by the time Laetitia emerged from her office wearing winter boots and a full-body snowsuit.

“Have you ever been snowshoeing before?” she asked.

“No,” they both replied.

Steven added, “It’s something we wanted to try.  We never guessed we’d be doing it in the middle of the night.”

“Oh, the middle of the night is the best time to see the grounds—at least in the winter time.”

When they got outside, Steven could see what she meant.  The snow glowed blue as it stretched out into the forest.  Nothing could compare to a night like this.

As Laetitia helped them strap into their snowshoes, Omar asked, “Are you going to tell us where you’re taking us?  Or are you planning on leading us into the woods so you can murder us without any witnesses?”

Laetitia smirked.  “Maybe that whole haunted inn story was a ruse so I could get you out of the way.”

Omar laughed, but Steven shivered.  And not from the cold.  The temperature actually felt quite nice, and it seemed to have stopped snowing for the moment.

“Follow me,” Laetitia said.  “You’re in for a pleasant surprise.”

Walking in snowshoes was nowhere near as easy as it seemed.  Steven and Omar clung to one another, laughing hysterically as they lost their balance and held each other upright.

“You make this look so easy,” Omar told Laetitia as she led them across the snowy grounds.

“Years of practice,” she replied.

Also, she was using her poles, while Steven and Omar were simply using each other.

It took quite some time, and the snowshoeing was sweaty work, but the crisp, mild air did wonders for Steven’s stomach.  Cold air had a way of soothing an iffy tummy.  For the first time since they’d arrived, Steven felt normal, and even excited for the night ahead.

“Where are you taking us?” he asked as Laetitia guided them toward a track leading into the woods.

“I guess I can reveal the secret now,” she said.  “You’ll be able to see it for yourselves in just a minute.  Remember when I said the inn was fully booked?”

“Yes,” Omar replied.

“Well, I wasn’t lying.  It was fully booked.  But, see, every year the same guest books our luxury cabin for him and his wife.  He goes all out, has us stock it with champagne and chocolate-covered strawberries, and a cheese tray with nuts and figs—his wife loves figs—and all sorts of premium goodies.”

“Nice!” Omar replied.  They were finally getting into the swing of this snowshoeing deal.  It got easier once you’d figured out what you were doing.

Laetitia said, “Our guest phoned not long ago, to cancel his booking.  He said he and his wife are snowed in and there’s absolutely no way they can make it.  Well, the cabin’s paid for
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