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 The Glassy, Burning Floor of Hell

Brian
Evenson

• • ∞ • •

It
began with Hekla’s sister, who had always been, so she liked
to style herself, a seeker. There was a workshop she was
dying to attend, with a guru of sorts, concerning attunement. But
it took place some distance away, far outside the city. Would Hekla
accompany her? It was a long way to go and she didn’t want to make
the drive alone.

“Not really my
thing,” said Hekla.

“I’ll pay your
way,” said her sister. “You’ll share my room and I’ll cover the
workshop fee. It’s in a place called Verglas lodge, out in the
middle of nowhere: birds, cows, trees, probably. Come on, it’ll be
fun.”

Initially
Hekla resisted. She didn’t have a believing bone in her body. But
when her sister continued to pester her, she began to think Why
not? It would be a vacation, a chance to get out of the city.
The workshop would do nothing for her—none of the events her sister
convinced her to attend ever did—but she’d tune it out, just as she
always did, and enjoy spending time with her sister.

 


*

 


When the day came and
she arrived at her sister’s place with her bag, she found her
hunched over the toilet, vomiting. I can’t go, her sister
said between bouts. Too sick. Something I ate.

“We’ll skip it
then,” said Hekla. “Or go late.”

Her sister
groaned. “We can’t go late. It isn’t done. But you go.”

“I’d rather
skip. I was only going for you.”

“It’s
non-refundable,” said her exhausted sister. “Take my car. I need
you to go so I won’t feel like I lost all my money.”

Hekla, as much
to avoid seeing her sister vomit again as anything else,
reluctantly assented.

 


*

 


She arrived at Verglas
lodge quite late, hours after the other participants. She had no
excuse. Her sister’s car had not broken down, nor had she been
unavoidably detained. It was simply that, outside the confines of
the city for the first time in a decade, she had allowed herself to
meander. She had stopped in a gravel pull-out beside a river and
watched the eddy and flow of the water below, finally picking her
way down the slope. She waded in up to her knees, and then, instead
of climbing back straightaway, wandered along the bank. Only once
she saw the sun setting did she realize how much time she had lost
and how far she still had to go.

She arrived at
an hour that, in the city, would have been considered merely
uncomfortably late, still within the range of acceptability.
Apparently, country etiquette was different. The chest-high gate at
the bottom of the property was chained closed.

She parked the
car on the road’s shoulder, heaved her bag over the gate, then
clambered over as well. The gravel of the drive was coarse enough
that her bag’s wheels wouldn’t turn. She was forced to carry
it.

She followed
the road up through the trees until it opened into a weedy parking
area, Verglas lodge looming above it. Tired from lugging the bag,
she set it down and stretched, taking a moment to catch her breath.
Above, the lights of Verglas lodge, both inside and out, had been
extinguished.

She picked up
her bag and crossed the lot. There was a set of steps cut in the
hill at the far end of the lot, hard to make out until she drew
close. She climbed them and followed a stone path at the top until
she reached the lodge’s porch.

The door was
massive, stained dark. It had a scene carved on it: she could see a
fleeing creature, perhaps a stylized deer, surrounded by a
profusion of curves. Flames, maybe?

She looked for
a doorbell but saw none. She rapped on the head of the deer, if it
was in fact a deer, but nobody came to the door.

Leaving her
bag on the porch, she followed the wraparound porch to the back.
There were no lights on there either, and the only door she found,
a battered metal one out of character with the rest of the lodge,
proved firmly locked.

She returned
to the front door and rapped again. “Hello?” she called, then
listened. Still no answer.

She tried to
call her sister for advice on what to do, but her phone had no
signal. She spent some minutes knocking before she thought to try
the handle. It was unlocked.

Had it always
been unlocked? Perhaps she had simply foolishly forgotten to try
the door when she first arrived, had begun by knocking. After all,
the gate had been chained closed, the lights off: was there any
reason to think the lodge door would be open? True, she was a
meticulous person, the kind of person who almost certainly would
have thought to check the door when she first arrived. But she
found it preferable to think she had forgotten to check it than
that someone had unlocked it while she was behind the lodge, and
yet hadn’t turned on any lights.

She pushed her
way in, then stood just inside the doorframe, waiting for her eyes
to adjust. She could smell something sharp and also the smell of
pine—a cleaning product perhaps. She let her hand run along the
wall just beside the doorway until it found the blunt stubs of
light switches. She flicked up one then the other, but nothing
happened.

For a moment
she had the distinct impression that she was somewhere other than
she was meant to be. That she had taken a wrong turn and was now
entering a long-deserted place. Surrounded by darkness, it took her
some effort to stop from backing out the door. She closed her eyes
and held still, trying to master herself.

 


*

 


After a while she
calmed down again. She was not certain how long she had held still.
Probably just a minute or two, though it felt much longer. Perhaps
it had been.

There are
cars in the lot, she told herself, this must be the right
place. Probably it was just a matter of a broken switch, or
perhaps these switches were turning on lights elsewhere, where she
couldn’t see. Perhaps the power was out, or perhaps the lodge
wasn’t connected to the grid, was running off a generator that had
been shut down for the night. There are many plausible
explanations, she told herself, and very little to worry
about.

“Hello?” she
called. Her voice vanished into the darkness.

She got out
her phone, turned its flashlight on. In the light, it became an
ordinary entrance hall: bare wood floors, gleaming where the light
struck them; wood-paneled walls; a ponderous hanging light fixture
made of a metal painted dull black; the head of a deer, turned
slightly, as if surprised. To her left was a reception counter, a
bell on it, a rack of hooks on the wall behind.

She approached
the counter and rang the bell, waited. After a while, she rang it a
second time. She looked for a door, a room the clerk might be
sleeping in, but there was nothing, only the rack of hooks, a
number burnt into the wood below each one. None of the hooks held
anything, save for one at the very bottom, from which a key hung.
Number nine.

It was
obvious, then. They had left the door unlocked for her and here was
the key to her room. It had to be hers: there was only one key.

She went
around behind the counter and took the key. Number nine. Carrying
her bag so as to make less noise, she made her way down a nearby
hallway and deeper into the lodge.

 


*

 


She guided herself
using the flashlight on her phone, shining it on each door in turn.
As with the hook board, the number of each room had been burned
directly into the wood, somewhat crudely. The odd numbers were on
the left and the even numbers were on the right, until she reached
room number five, where, suddenly, the sides reversed. The
numbering ended at room eight. At the very end of the hall was a
final, narrower door without a number on it. A supply closet,
perhaps.

She
backtracked and looked for other hallways leading off the entrance
hall. There was one other. It led her to a dining room, where she
saw a table laid for breakfast. She found a meeting room, a
kitchen, and a storeroom farther down the hallway, but no door
marked with a nine.

Puzzled, she
returned to the entrance hall. Was there an upstairs? Didn’t seem
to be: no stairway that she could see. When she turned her
phone-light upward, she saw only exposed beams and the slant of the
roof.

She could
sleep in her car, but that was hardly safe—anyone could come along.
Maybe there was a separate cabin somewhere on the property with a
nine on its door?

But instead of
going outside to see, she returned to the first hallway, counting
her way past each room in numerical order. She stared at the
unnumbered door at the hall’s extreme, then reached out and grasped
the knob.

It turned.

She pulled the
door open. Beyond was a cramped passageway, walls and floor and
ceiling all encased in cedar. She had the vague impression of
stepping into a defunct sauna. She moved down the passageway and
there, at the end, there it was: a door with a shaky nine burned
into it at the level of her forehead.

 


*

 


She dropped her bag
beside the bed and tried the light switch. It made a clicking
sound, but no lights came on. She set her phone on the dresser with
the light shining up at the ceiling. It didn’t light the room well,
but it was enough.

The bed was
unmade, the sheets and blankets folded in a pile on top of it, as
if the maid had forgotten to make it. And the bed was a twin—it
wouldn’t have been big enough for both her and her sister. She made
it quickly and sloppily, all the while thinking, absurdly,
You’ve made your bed, now lie in it.

There was no
bathroom, only a half-wall near the back wall of the room, behind
which was a commode. A mirror hung beside it, though it had been
turned to face the wall. She turned it around and found it foxed,
almost useless. In it, her face seemed covered with flowers of
mold. She hesitated, momentarily transfixed, then shook her head
and turned the mirror back to face the wall again.

Her phone was
almost dead. There seemed no place to plug it in, no outlet. She
sighed, then quickly undressed, climbed into bed and turned out the
light.

It was very
dark—so dark that when she waved her fingers in front of her face
she saw nothing at all. She lay in bed, staring up into the
darkness. Soon she began to see little vague flashes of light, her
eyes misfiring as they attempted to see. Closing her eyes, she
turned on her side and tried to sleep.

 


*

 


She dreamt she was in
another place, all plastic and steel, far in the future or perhaps
simply elsewhere, another world. She was the one in charge, or not
quite, not exactly. She was missing her leg and the prosthetic she
wore was a living thing, a strange creature that knew how to look
just like an artificial leg. Nobody except her knew it was anything
other than an artificial leg. Once removed, it could unfurl itself
and become more or less human. Less, she would have said, rather
than more, but then one day she unstrapped the leg in preparation
for sleep and it unfurled and took its customary place beside her
bed, conversing with her in its soft, soothing voice as she slowly
drifted off to sleep, the voice humming gently in the background.
What was this creature? How had it come to be beholden to her? How
had it come to take the place of her leg? In the dream she did not
know the answer to these questions, but found herself wondering as
she slowly drifted off, falling asleep within the dream.

But then the
creature’s gentle humming changed in pitch and register and became
strangely familiar. She was abruptly awake again, listening, her
eyes still closed. She looked through the slits of her eyelids and
saw that the creature beside the bed was staring intently at her,
eyes gleaming. As she watched, its face shifted, then shifted again
to suddenly begin to resemble her own face. Another shift and it
looked exactly like her, and the voice it now had was exactly her
own voice.

 


*

 


She awoke in the
darkness, with the distinct impression that something was in the
room with her. She thought she heard a snuffling sound, felt
something brush her arm. She tried to move, to reach for her phone,
but she couldn’t. She heard a ragged wheezing, which it took her
more than a moment to realize was her own frightened breathing.

Shhh,
she heard a voice say, or maybe it was the air hissing through her
clenched teeth.

Suddenly it
felt as if a heavy blanket had been placed on top of her. She was
very afraid. The heavy blanket, if that was what it was, made it
impossible for her to breathe. Slowly, painfully, she lost
consciousness.

 


*

 


She awoke gasping. She
could move again. She felt around beside her in the dim light and
found her phone, turned it on. Already 9 a.m. She was late for
breakfast.

She opened the
curtain and soon had enough light to get dressed by. Hurriedly, she
brushed her hair, and, limping slightly, left the room.

The lights
were on in the entrance hall, and a man with curly black hair stood
behind the reception counter. He nodded to her as she hurried past,
and she nodded back, moving past him and toward the other
hallway.

“Miss?” he
called from behind her. “Miss? Over here?”

She slowed.
She’d never checked in: of course he needed to talk to her.

She returned
to the counter.

“You must be
Miss Rognund.” He had an accent she couldn’t place. Somewhere in
Eastern Europe, maybe.

She
nodded.

“And where is
the other Miss Rognund?” he asked.

“Sick,” he
said. “She can’t come.”

“I see,” he
said. “No bags?” he said. “Perhaps they are in the car?”

“They’re in my
room,” she said.

He looked
mildly affronted. “But I have given you no room.”

“I came late.
There was only the one key. I figured it must be for me.”

He frowned,
held up an envelope with her name on it.

“I…” she
started to say, then stopped.

“Did you not
follow the procedure for late arrival that was emailed to you with
your confirmation?” he asked. And then, almost as if to himself.
“No, you must not have. Where, might I ask, did you spend last
night?”

“In number
nine.”

A strange look
briefly crossed his face, before being quickly mastered and hidden
away. He held out a hand. “Give me the key,” he said. She fumbled
it out of her pocket. He took it. He started to hand over the
envelope, then drew it back.

“How did you
find it?” he asked.

“It was just
behind the small door,” she said. “Not exactly hidden.”

“No,” he said,
“you misunderstand. How did you find your stay?”

“My stay?”

“In nine.”

“I… it was
fine,” she said. And then added. “Any reason why it shouldn’t have
been?”

Instead of
answering he now gave her the envelope. “Here is your key,” he
said. “Room five.”

“But my
things,” she said. “They’re in the other room.”

“I will move
your things from room number nine,” he said.

“I need to
repack them,” she said.

He shook his
head firmly. “I will move them. I will note where they are placed
and will do my best to replicate their placement in the proper
room, the room you should have been in all along.”

“But—” she
said.

“You must go.
You are late for your workshop.”

“But—” she
said again.

“Go,” he said,
shooing her with the tips of his fingers. “Go now. They await.”

 


*

 


But they did not await,
or at least they had not awaited for her. They were already nearly
done with breakfast, the dishes on the table in disarray, the food
in the chafing dishes all but gone.

There was no
plate left for her: someone had taken two. It was a florid-faced
man with watery eyes, wheezingly overweight, with a beard that
seemed to have spread too far up his cheeks, as if threatening to
consume his entire face. When he saw her take in the two dirtied
plates before him, he gave a half-shrug of indifference.

She removed
two cups from their saucers and then loaded the saucers with the
bits and scraps she could find in the chafing dishes—overcooked
hunks of scrambled eggs, limp and greasy ends of bacon, hash browns
whose latticework had become mush, a soggy toast point. She poured
a cup of tepid coffee and then juggled the two saucers and the cup
over to an unoccupied corner of the table.

“And you are?”
said the florid-faced man, once she was seated.

She introduced
herself, apologized for being late.

“You missed
yesterday evening’s session as well,” noted the man, apparently the
workshop leader. “A critical session. You are already so far
behind,” he said, shaking his head. “I am not sure you will manage
to catch up.” And then, shrugging, he added, “But since the
workshop fee is non-refundable, you might as well stay.”

She felt a
dull, irrational rage rising bile-like within her, but swallowed it
back down. Instead she slightly inclined her head toward him.

For a long
time there was silence, and then the man gave a wheeze and
spoke.

“As I was
saying before I was interrupted,” he began, “the quality most
needed is a peculiar attentiveness, an ability to tune the soul to
a frequency where its vibrations fall slightly below the surface of
appearances. A whole world lies beneath this world, comprised of
the unheard, the unseen. With attentiveness, you shall begin to
learn to hear this world, to see it.”

Hekla glanced
around the room. Everyone except her seemed to pay this man rapt
attention. There was a woman with limp blond hair, obviously and
poorly dyed; a man whose face so resembled that of a bulldog that
he must own one; a woman, obviously wealthy, wrapped in the
tie-dyed scarves of a seeker (Hekla’s sister had an array of
similar scarves); and four seemingly interchangeable men wearing
red ties and white shirts.

“How does one
do so?” the leader asked. “How does one go from seeing merely the
surface of things to seeing what lies beneath? It is a long and
arduous process, full of missteps. In a workshop like this one, we
can only accomplish so much, but still perhaps we can lead you
there quicker than you might arrive on your own…”

She stopped
listening. This, she suspected, was a sign that she was on the
surface of things, but how could she see this gasping fat man who
had stolen her plate and her share of breakfast as a spiritual
guru? Listening to her sister read to her the vague description of
the workshop over the phone, as she sat in her cubicle surrounded
by accountants and actuaries and with her awful middle manager
lurking nearby, she had felt that the workshop was probably
harmless and worth tolerating for her sister’s sake, and to get a
vacation. But now, sitting among the participants, it felt like the
same set of people as in her office, with an even more awful middle
manager.

And then,
abruptly, people were standing, breaking into groups of two,
leaving her on her own. She approached the leader, who had paired
up with the scarved seeker.

“Mr…” she
said.

“Szabo,” the
leader said.

“I don’t have
a group, Mr. Szabo,” said Hekla.

The leader
sighed. “Just Szabo will do. You’ll have to join one of the other
groups. One group will have to have three.”

“All right,”
said Helka, and sat down next to the leader.

“One of the
other groups,” said Szabo. “Not ours.” He pointed to the two
suited men closest to them, who looked startled to be singled out.
“That one.”

She pulled up
a chair beside the two men, who involuntarily drew closer together,
as if slightly afraid of her. Eventually they gave her a partial
explanation of what they were meant to be doing. Tuning, one
of them described it as. It involved, so she gathered, exchanging a
series of maxims and then, interrogating them and thereby
puncturing the surface of the world and catching a glimpse of the
other world hidden beneath. What was meant by interrogating
was initially unclear, and remained so. She sighed. It was, she
supposed, one way of passing the morning.

 


*

 


By lunch the group had
grudgingly accepted her, or at very least the leader had. Though he
had claimed his name was Szabo, she suspected he had been
christened something like Rupert or Stephen. By accepted she
meant that he did not steal her lunch plate, though the way he
glumly stared at his now empty plate suggested that he probably
would if she left the room. Licking his lips, he delivered a
lecture, the same sort of meandering obscurantist mysticism as at
breakfast. She secretly checked her phone under the table, hoping
to text her sister, but she still had no signal.


Attunement, he told them was, in a matter of speaking
At-one-ment, the state of being at one with the world.
Wouldn’t that be atonement? wondered Hekla. It was a
question, Szabo told them, of seeping through the world’s surface
to permeate its entire being. And then, perhaps because it was
clear that she, Hekla, was the one paying the least attention, he
turned to face her and looked at her in a different way than
before. For the first time, he fixed her in the spotlight of his
attention, his attunement, and she began to glimpse what it
might be that the others found so intriguing about him.

“Hekla,” he
said. “Curious name. It means ‘cloak,’ does it not?” And before she
could bring herself to respond, “What is it you are cloaking,
cloak? What do you hide?” And then his gaze left her and he turned
away and her skepticism was free to rise again.

 


*

 


After lunch, Szabo
said, “For the afternoon we shall do something different.” He
stood. “Have you wondered why I hold this workshop here and no
place else?” he asked.

He moved
toward the door and went out.

For a moment
they all sat there, and then with a great scraping of chair legs
the four interchangeable men stood and rushed after him. The two
other women were close behind, then the man who resembled a
bulldog, and finally Hekla. Does my name really mean cloak?
she wondered. If so, why had her parents named her that? And more
importantly, why hadn’t her sister, who scrutinized the names of
everyone around her searching for meaning, informed her?

She turned it
over in her head, half-distracted as she followed the others into
the entrance hall. She was still considering her name, what it said
about her, when Szabo turned down the other hall. But she stopped
thinking about it entirely as soon as she realized where he was
going.

He halted at
the narrow door at the end of the hall. “When they were modernizing
Verglas lodge,” Szabo said, “there was one room they left just as
it was. Behind this door lies a fragment of the lodge that used to
be.”

Hekla felt her
arms grow suddenly heavy.

“Is it
haunted?” asked the bulldog.

“Haunted?”
said Szabo. “What does haunted mean? Shall we say rather that this
is a special place, a passage back in time?” He turned the handle
and entered the narrow passageway behind it, the others filing
after him until the narrow space was too full to contain anyone
else. Hekla was tempted to turn on her heel and leave, but when
Szabo opened the door marked with a nine and entered, and the
others trickled in after him, she found herself powerless to do
anything but follow.

 


*

 


“What do you see?”
asked Szabo, his voice hushed. “What do you feel?” He paused, his
gaze sweeping slowly around the circle. “Breathe in the air. It is
the air of the past. Be attuned. Something happened in this room
that made them leave it as it was when the rest of the house was
remodeled. What happened here?”

“Someone
killed himself!” said the woman with limp hair excitedly.

“A ceremony
took place,” said one of the identical men. “A dark one.”

A flicker of
irritation passed over Szabo’s face. “No,” he said. He slapped his
hands together sharply. “No! Do not guess! Feel!”

The people
around Hekla closed their eyes, breathed in deeply. Hekla kept her
eyes wide open.

“Reach,” Szabo
was saying, sonorously. His eyes, she noticed, were not closed
either. He was staring at her, curious. Her effort to make her face
reveal nothing made it feel stiff, almost dead. Does he
notice? she wondered.

“Let the words
come to you from the room itself,” he said. “Then inhale them, hold
them within your lungs, and let them slip through your lips.”

He waited,
staring at Hekla. She was not going to speak. There was no fucking
way she was going to speak.

“No one?”
Szabo said. “Then be attuned to me as a start. Watch and
learn.”

He held his
face in one hand, extending the other hand before him, almost
brushing the shirts of the interchangeable men.

“A woman came
here,” he said. “She hoped to escape her life, but she found
someone waiting for her—or something, rather. Here in this room. We
know from what was pieced together by doctors later that she awoke
in the middle of the night, the room deeply dark around her, and
felt someone there with her. Or perhaps something. She could not
move, she could hardly breathe. She felt as if something heavy had
been placed atop her, a great weight, so heavy that she found
herself unable to get enough air. Eventually she lost
consciousness.

“When she
awoke, it was with a start, gasping, as if coming back to life.”
Szabo lifted his face from his hand. “She went about her day, a
perfectly ordinary day, then packed her things and drove back home.
Only later did she realize that part of her had been taken by
whatever had come in the night. That part of her remained in this
very room, and she had no way to get it back.”

He was silent,
letting his gaze wander from face to face. “Attunement,” he said.
“I feel the vibrations the events have left. You will too once you
are properly attuned.”

Perhaps I
knew about this woman, thought Hekla. Perhaps I glimpsed the
story years ago in some newspaper or other and subconsciously
remembered when I came to the lodge, and then I dreamed it.

She hoped that
was it. She told herself that it was, but didn’t completely believe
it.

And then a
spasm flickered across Szabo’s face, as if he were in pain.

“Something
else,” he said. “Something…” Abruptly he fell silent. His eyes
moved frantically, his gaze refusing to settle anywhere. A spasm
rippled over his face again.

A good
performance, thought Hekla. An impressive—

“Strange,”
Szabo said, and his voice was different now, less theatrical. “My
attunement seems to have shifted to a deeper level. I am being told
that the woman in question was missing her leg, though I know for a
fact that she was not missing a leg. And, even stranger,
they tell me the prosthetic she wore looked just like an artificial
leg but was also something else. Or, rather, someone else.
What can this mean? Perhaps this is a metaphor for something real,
the room telling us what it can tell us with the language it has at
its disposal? It is up to us to properly interpret what it means to
say…

“And now I see
this ‘leg’… unfurling? Yes, unfurling, and becoming a being of
glass and steel. It stands beside her bed staring down at her.
Slowly it takes on her form and her appearance—catch her!”

But nobody was
quick enough to stop Hekla’s fall before she struck the floor.

 


*

 


She woke up lying on
the bed. For a moment she panicked, thinking she was still in nine.
But no, it was a different room, the furnishings upgraded, with an
actual bathroom instead of a commode behind an odd half-wall.
Number five, her new room. A glass of water stood on the bedside
table in a puddle of condensation. The clerk from reception was
stationed a few steps back from the bed, his hands clasped in front
of him, like a funeral director. The door of the room had been left
ajar.

“Here you are,
then,” said the clerk. “Back among us.”

“What
happened?” she asked.

“According to
Szabo, you fainted. I took charge of you so the workshop could
proceed.”

“Thank you,”
she said. She tried to sit up, found herself dizzy. He moved
forward and pushed her shoulders gently back down.

“Perhaps you
shouldn’t go back to the workshop,” he said. “At least not until
they are finished with what they are doing in that room.”

“Why?”

But the clerk
did not respond.

“I don’t want
to go back,” she told him. “I want to leave.”

“Leave?” the
clerk said. He shook his head. “It is a little late for that.”

 


*

 


After a while the clerk
left and she was alone. She tried to stand but the dizziness was
still strong and one of her legs refused to support her. She fell
onto the floor, had to claw her way panting back up onto the bed.
She could not leave, not yet. But she would stay here and rest
until she could.

She closed her
eyes. Even though it was still early afternoon, she soon fell
asleep.

 


*

 


Her dreams, the few she
had, were at first vague and indistinct, as if being glimpsed from
too great a distance. They seemed vaguely familiar and not at the
same time: more as if someone was telling her about their dream
than that she was experiencing a dream herself. There were bits and
pieces of the hotel in it—a version of the clerk with a different
accent, the stag’s head now topped with a profusion of antlers
instead of the two it had, a much longer and more meandering gravel
path leading up to the lodge—but all as if seen through a dirty
pane of glass.

And then,
suddenly, it all came into focus. She imagined herself walking down
the hall, a hitch in her step. She came to the door with the number
five burned on it, tried the knob, found it unlocked. She opened it
and looked inside.

The room was
empty. She stayed, hesitating for a long moment, then went out and
continued down the hall.

She walked
past room six, then seven, then eight, then opened the door at the
very end of the hall, then the door beyond that, the one with a
nine burned at the level of her forehead.

Inside, lying
on the bed, was a woman who looked exactly like her. She approached
slowly, careful not to wake her. She bent over the bed and stared
down, but no matter how closely she scrutinized the woman she was
unable to say which one of them was the real her.

 


*

 


When she awoke, she was
in a different place. Someone was shaking her. It took her more
time than it should have to realize that that someone was Szabo,
and that he was sitting beside the bed, staring at her.

“What are you
doing here?” she asked. Szabo ignored this. “Where am I?” she
asked, and when Szabo ignored this as well, she suddenly knew she
was in number nine.

But how had
she gotten here? Had he carried her? Had she, asleep, wandered back
here herself? Why would she ever want to come back here?

“I knew you
would come,” said Szabo. “I suspected when you fainted, and so I
kept vigil and now I know for certain. I hardly dared hope for
this. I sat and watched the bed and for a long, long while there
was nothing, and then I watched you slowly come into existence
here. I have been waiting for you, for someone like you, for
years!”

“What are you
talking about?” she asked.

“Don’t you
see?” he said. “You have been chosen. You are attuned, not just
your mind but your body too. You belong to this room. You belong to
her.” He groped for her hand, squeezed it too hard.
“Together we will accomplish so much!”

 


*

 


She fled. Szabo hurried
after her, at first pleading and then, when it became clear that
she wasn’t going to stop, yelling and threatening. He grabbed her
by the arm and she shook him off. When he grabbed her again she
shoved him, got him sufficiently off balance that she could yank
her arm free.

She rushed to
her room—five not nine—and managed to unlock the door, step inside,
and shut it again before Szabo could get his foot in.

“Hekla!” he
yelled, pounding on the door. “You owe me this! You owe this to
everybody!”

She shuddered.
Rapidly she thrust her things into her bag and zipped it shut.
Szabo was still pounding on the door, desperate now, back to
pleading again.

She came close
to the door, wondering what to do. Beneath her feet, the
floorboards creaked. Szabo stopped shouting, stood silent instead,
listening. Hekla listened back.

“Hekla, are
you there?” he finally said.

“I’m here,”
she said.

“Come out,
Hekla,” he said. “I want to make you famous.”

She didn’t say
anything.

“I will make
it worth your while,” he said through the door. “I’ll pay. Just to
be around you. Later, once you understand, we’ll be partners.”

“Okay,” said
Hekla.

“Okay?” he
said, surprised, and she realized she should have resisted more
before giving in. “Then open the door.”

“I’m going to
take a shower,” said Hekla. “I need to gather my thoughts. I’ll be
out in a minute.”

He was saying
something else through the door, but she paid no attention. She
moved into the bathroom, turned on the faucet, switched it over to
the shower. As steam began to fill the bathroom, she walked to the
far side of the room, opened the window, dropped her bag out, and
clambered out after it.

 


*

 


The car was where she
had left it, though the gate was open now and there was a note
under the windshield wiper written on lodge stationery asking her
kindly to move it into the lot. She opened the trunk and placed her
bag inside. She had just unlocked the front door and was climbing
in when she heard a shout and saw Szabo rushing down the drive, his
cheeks puffing desperately for air, his entourage scurrying all
around him. Quickly she started the car, drove.

She didn’t
stop at all on the way back to the city. The whole trip she kept
glancing in the rearview mirror, expecting Szabo’s car. But she
didn’t know what sort of car he drove; how would she possibly
recognize him?

She arrived
only quite late. It was too late to go to her sister’s house and
return her car, so instead she drove back to her apartment. In any
case, her sister didn’t expect to see her until the next day. She
was exhausted. She left the bag in the trunk; she could get it out
in the morning. She climbed the four flights of stairs, opened the
door to her apartment, stepped inside, and fell onto the bed.
Almost immediately she was asleep.

 


*

 


Did she dream? Yes, she
dreamed. At first it seemed vague and indistinct, but in the dream
she warned herself that she should not be fooled by this. And
indeed, when everything sprang into focus and she saw herself
walking through the paneled entrance hall and past the stag’s head,
whose antlers now were so vast and ramified they spread like a tree
up the wall and into the rafters, she was braced for what she knew
would happen next. There she was, walking down a hall that seemed
longer than the hall should be, stopping to open a door, looking
into the empty room behind it, continuing down the hall to its very
end, then past that end and into a room marked with a blackened
number nine, and to the side of a bed in which she saw, sleeping,
unaware, herself.

 


*

 


When she awoke, she
knew something was wrong. She could not hear the noises of the city
she usually heard and the light through her eyelids was too dim.
She could hear, if she listened closely, the distant sound of a
man’s voice, excited, triumphant. She felt something brush her arm.
Or no, that wasn’t quite right: it brushed through her arm,
leaving it tingling.

Hekla,
she heard him say, barely a whisper. Focus. We begin to glimpse
you. You are nearly here.

She stayed,
eyelids clenched close, willing the noises of the city to rise up
around her. They wouldn’t come. Don’t open your eyes, she
told herself. Don’t open your eyes.

But,
eventually, she did.
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“And
once she went to break a bough

Of black alder.

She strayed so far she
scarcely heard

When he called
her—

And didn’t
answer—didn’t speak—

Or return.”

- Robert Frost,
‘The Hill Wife’

 


 


For a
while, you could go anywhere and find them. Old Mr.
Miellon’s movie-star-beautiful wife in her blue plastic halo of
curlers, scrubbing her cheeks with lye in the morning and milk at
night. Annabelle Leahy flying down the dirt road to meet her steady
after school, throat hoarse and knees scraped-up from hurrying. The
new Mrs. Donahue, a traveling salesman’s city-born daughter,
hammering down fence posts and wading through chicken shit.

Grammy would
yank me along before I could see much, muttering, “Protect her,
Lord, from their coins and their nails.” I thought those women must
be demons; I didn’t know they were in love.

At home, she’d
crack open the family Bible and read wise-woman prayers over me,
consecrating, building walls. “Let my granddaughter never be a wife
in this goddamn town,” she’d say, and I was so little that I
recognized neither the cursing nor the curse in the words.

When Grammy
died I was twelve. I had no mother and no father but I did have
seventeen dollars and my great-grandmother’s stiff husk of a
wedding dress and the family Bible, which waited ten years in a
carpetbag for the day that Mr. Rishner married me.

 


*

 


Some folks
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