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  The Love Hotel


It was like working at a hotel for ghosts.  
By the winter of 2014, the place had closed. People would drift past the front desk, looking around the shabby lobby with its bright red shag carpet. Fifteen minutes later, they would shuffle past the front desk. 
“Leaving so soon? You should take a selfie in the big champagne glass tubs,” I’d say, trying to sound professionally cheerful. 
“This isn’t how we thought it would be,” they’d say. 
I’d watch their headlights slash through the air and fade away, back towards the nearest town. 
Hart’s Honeymoon Hotel Resort was hung with pictures of the place in its golden days. Women with big bright hair beside the wedding bell shaped pool. Men playing golf in the bright green swells of the golf course. There was a tiki-themed bar, tennis courts and floor to ceiling shag carpet, bright red like spilled arterial blood.  Only now the tennis courts were cracked and the nets ragged, the thick shag of the carpet was matted and stiff, smelling of cigarettes and something ineffable. The wedding bell shaped pool hadn’t been cleaned in a few weeks. The water was cloudy and a sickly shade of green.  
It was part of my job to make the beds in the rooms that were occasionally inhabited by drunks or married people looking to cheat on their spouses. Hart’s Honeymoon Hotel Resort now shrieked of infidelity, of indelicate and sweaty contortions in the dark, the kind that no one wanted to admit to later, the kind that people didn’t discuss in decent society (wherever that was). 
I knew the place was fading when I worked there but I didn’t care. It was my first job and I was still little more than a child. I was proud of my professionalism, the way I always showed up on time, the way I did my job even when the hotel was utterly empty. One night, I walked around the place, around the pool and into the small cabins in the overgrown wooded area behind the main buildings. 
There was no one there. 
I was eighteen and the only reliable employee at a shabby kitschy love hotel but I was too young to be afraid. I passed the time by straightening some of the rooms, some of which were unlocked. I still showed up at the hotel, even when I stopped receiving my paycheck. I didn’t want to be home. I didn’t have anywhere else to go. So I walked down the halls, poking my head into the red rooms. 
They were strange, those rooms. 
I liked to imagine them new and bright, the heart-shaped beds covered in shining red satin, the light fixtures hanging from bright red carpet medallions on the ceiling, the bright red heart-shaped bathtubs surrounded by still more carpet, studded with tea lights. But my favorite was the large champagne glass bathtub, only accessible by winding stairs, big enough for two people to safely bathe inside. 
One night, I found a brochure behind the tiki bar. It showed the hotel in all its beauty. Happy young people wrapped in bubbles inside the champagne glass, happily lounging near the bell-shaped pool, its waters a crystal clear aquamarine, or sitting on a porch of one of the white love cabins. Young couples in clusters beneath the sun. The couple on the cover looked vibrant, caught in the middle of a faintly sexual embrace, their privates covered by white foaming bubbles. 
Mostly, though, I sat behind the front desk and read books or I did schoolwork from the classes I was taking at the local community college. Sometimes the phone would ring (usually the wrong number) and it would scare me out of my skin. 
Generally speaking, nothing happened at Hart’s Honeymoon Hotel Resort. 
Except for one night in late spring, when the weather had only just begun to warm. Someone had actually cleaned the bell-shaped pool. It looked nice there underneath the sun, surrounded by broken umbrellas and stranded chairs. I got tired of being startled by the phone so I walked outside to sit beside the pool, just as the sky began to streak with pink and yellow clouds, as if they’d been hastily painted by a large unseen hand in the sky. 
That’s when I saw her drive up in her long white car. She didn’t look like the usual patrons of Hart’s Honey Hotel. They were disheveled or drunk, some were barely conscious, or they were furtive and circumspect. I watched as she stepped out of her long white car. She stretched out a leg as if she knew someone was watching, the rest of her body followed. She had one of those bodies that often belong to rich women with lots of time. I watched her walk towards the check-in. She navigated the parking lot expertly in her towering red heels. She wore a white chiffon dress with a transparent cape draped over her shoulders. Her hair was teased into side bangs. It fell long and thick over her shoulders. She put a hand on the front office door. Then she looked around, saw me sitting beside the pool. I figured she was lost. There was no other reason a woman like her would show up at Hart’s Honey Resort Hotel with its smells and its air of sweaty entanglements in the dark. 
I watched as she picked her way through the tall grass to the pool. 
“Do you work here, honey?” she said. Her voice was as clear and as ringing as a bell. 
“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “We aren’t busy so I’m reading out here.” I studied her expression, unreadable behind her amber-colored sunglasses. She sighed and collapsed into a white chair. 
“I think I’ve been here before,” she began. “I was driving past and I recognized those little white cabins in the hills and this absurd pool.” 
“The place was built in the late 1960s.” 
“That was a long time ago,” she said, vaguely. She looked around at the woods, at the front desk. “Is there a room available?” 
“Of course,” I said. “They are all available.” 
She took off her sunglasses and closed her eyes. 
“I don’t know what I’m doing here,” she said. “I don’t know what I do anywhere.” 
She was the sort of woman who intimidated me. She was beautiful and rich and self-possessed. I was none of those things. 
“I don’t know what I do anywhere either,” I said. I laughed awkwardly. 
“Well, then, we are alike in that way,” she said. “How old are you, honey?” 
I told her my age. 
“You are too young to be working in a place like this all alone,” she said. “This place is heartbreaking, you know, if you are lucky enough to have a heart.” 
“We all have hearts, right?” I said, emitting a nervous giggle. 
She stretched out her long golden brown legs, leaned back and sighed. 
“I don’t know that we do,” she said. “Places like this are incontrovertible proof. Some people don’t have hearts.” 
“How’s that?” I said. I was genuinely interested. Her conversation was bizarre but pointed, not rambling and disjointed. 
“You know this place started as a honeymoon hotel resort,” she began. “Think of all the couples that came here, already wrapped in their marital chains, the girls smiling beneath layers of heavy makeup and eyeliner, all dolled up for a day. They saunter out to the pool. They stretch themselves on the red satin heart of a bed, offering themselves up for the sacrifice.” 
I heard something, a sound like a female human scream. The sound gathered and spread, fluttering through the water in the pool, darting through the trees in the woods. The scream sounded hollow, almost practiced, insincere, the cry of a horror movie scream queen. 
“How old are you, honey?” 
I told her my age. 
“Oh my, you are such a young thing,” she said. She rooted around in her purse for a cigarette. She lit it and inhaled deeply. The paper of her cigarette sounded like rustling leaves as it burned. “I tell you what – don’t let those boys lie to you. You know how young men can be, right?” 
“Yes, ma’am, I sure do.” 
“Don’t let them bring you to a place like this,” she said, her voice low and warm, as if she already knew I understood her intent, as if we were both conspirators, even friends. 
She fell quiet then as the evening descended. She pulled a tattered paperback from her purse and regarded it. I peeked at its cover. It was Captain Murderer and other gothic tales. 
“Have you read that before?” I said. 
“I just bought it a few days ago,” she said. She picked a blonde hair from the corner of her painted mouth. “I like the sound of it. Captain Murderer.” She turned to me, a gleam in her blue eye. “Have you ever known any Captain Murderers?”
“No,“ I said, shaking my head. “I think I would remember someone named Captain Murderer.” 
Her head lolled back. Her laugh was full-throated, a corrosive sound. 
“Well, I hope you never do.” 
She put her paperback down. She looked around at the leaves in the pool, at the front office, at the painted-on look of the hills beyond it all. 
“Well, it looks like I’ll be staying here tonight,” she said, standing up. “I am just so very tired. Feels like I’ve been driving for years. You should take me on a tour of this place. Can you do that?” 
“Of course, I will,” I said. “I’d be happy to take you on a tour.” 
She left her book on the white chair. She put her sunglasses back on even though it was now gathering dark. The lights around the tennis court flickered at us as we walked past. We were silent. I felt shy suddenly. She picked up the pace, her heels clattering along. She stopped in front of the rooms with the grubby windows and vaulted cobwebbed ceilings. 
“These were the most sought after rooms at one time,” I said. My voice felt false and chirpy. I was nervous around her. She’d become tense. She pushed the sunglasses onto her face with a forceful finger. 
“Can we go in?” she said. She choked on the question. “I want to go in.” 
“Yeah, sure. It’s open. We aren’t busy right now,” I said. 
I pushed the door open. We were assaulted by the reek of the cigarette-scented carpet and the musty smell of inactivity. There was a fine layer of dust on the rim of the champagne glass tub. 
“Residents love to take selfies in the champagne glass tubs.” I had to say something. She was stalking around the room, eyes white and wide. She worked her mouth. She was boiling with words left unsaid. She gripped the strap of her purse. 
“How many people have died in this room?” she spat. 
“Oh . . . um . . . I don’t know,” I said. “I just don’t know.” 
She nodded her head vaguely. 
“I’m going to check out that tub,” she said. 
The champagne glass tub was tall, well over both our heads, and flanked by two white columns. The glass could only be accessed by some carpeted stairs that wound around it. I watched as the woman took the steps. I wondered what she was thinking as she stared at the absurdly large champagne glass bathtub. 
“There’s blood here,” she said, her voice level and calm. 
“It’s just a reflection of the red carpet,” I said. 
“I know blood when I see it,” she said. “You should come up here.” 
The stairs didn’t look sturdy enough for me. 
“I’m not sure I want to.” 
“I have to insist. We may have to make a police report. Come up here now.”
After a moment, I stood beside her, staring in horror at the bloodied glass tub. 
“Can you see the streaks?” she said. “That bloody streak was probably made by someone being stabbed. I bet she slipped underneath the bloody water as the life left her body. She probably sat there, stiff with rigormortis and saturated in blood, until a maid found her. Her new husband left in the night.”
She gripped my arm. I tried to shrink from her but she held it all the way down the stairs.   
“Show me the heart-shaped beds,” she said, stiffly. “I have to see them.” 
“Are you a reporter or something?” I said. “Like a true crime reporter?” 
She didn’t answer. Outside, she released my arm. We stalked across a cracked tennis court to an assortment of smaller once-white cabins. They dotted the hillside like raised sores. 
The woman stalked onto the porch of the nearest cabin. 
“You know, this place started as a honeymoon hotel and ended up a swingers’ joint,” she said. The fading light made her white dress flare into effulgence. She was nervous and jerky even though she barely moved at all. There was a humming in the air. I felt it came from her, as if the sound was generated by the movement of unseen gears and levers inside her body. 
“Do you hear that?” she demanded, cocking her head towards the darkening hills. 
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