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An Evening at the Hotel

	
To everyone behind a “Do Not Disturb” sign

	
Room 1

	The elevator binged sedately. “The cushier the hotel, the more dignified the elevator bell,” she said.

	He smiled at her but the smile was disconnected from his eyes. He seemed preoccupied as they stood aside to let the elevator occupants come out. He ushered her in and she noticed, as always, that his “ladies first” protocol was accompanied by the beginnings of a gesture, a hastily-checked impulse to touch her shoulder or the small of her back as she went by. Always his quickness to thwart that contact disappointed her. She wanted to feel that little bit of touch, wanted to be the recipient of his spontaneous, protective chivalry.

	The doors purred shut. She reached and pressed 9, moved to the back wall. He reached then, and his hand hovered over the number buttons, index finger extended. One beat of silence. Another. His head turned and he looked at her. Nothing playful in his expression, nothing teasing in his finger hovering over the buttons, rather there was something deadly serious, almost dire in his expression and its single, simple question.

	
Room 2

	The doors had closed and they were rising now. He had the sensation of moving not up but forward, at a clip, afloat on a fast-moving river, heading straight for a precipice. She was looking at him, her eyebrows furrowed. Did she understand him? She must. She always had. The elevator was past the fourth floor, nearing the fifth.

	Was he being a fool?

	Something in her gaze softened, grew expansive. She stepped forward, reached out and put her hand on his. She folded his index finger back into his palm, brought his hand back to his side with hers in it.

	Fifth floor. Their fingers squeezed and as the sixth chime intoned, he brought her hand up to his mouth.

	“Are you sure?” he whispered against it.

	“Yes,” she said, rolling her forehead against his arm.

	His eyes fell closed with relief.

	A seventh chime.

	
Room 3

	Eighth floor.

	She closed her eyes against his sleeve. It had happened so simply. In all her imagined scenarios, of all the ways she had contrived them coming together, she had never envisioned him simply asking.

	The doors opened at the ninth floor. He laid his forearm against them and motioned, as usual, for her to go first. As she passed him, he touched her—put his hand on her head and let it trail down the length of her hair and her back. Her skin shivered with the pleasure, the almost intense relief of it.

	His touch.

	His touch and his intent.

	
Room 4

	They walked down the long corridor, dim peachy light layered with oblique flashes from the mirrors on either side. A deep hum resonated from within the belly of the hotel. Do not Disturb signs dangled from doors, shut tight as secrets. In another minute they’d be in her room, undisturbed. They’d be another secret, another cog in the furtive, nighttime machinery of this building.

	He felt a sudden, awed love for the bricks and steel and carpet, as if all of it were a revered church and it was his heart tolling like a great bell, slamming against the wall of his chest in hollow, measured thuds.

	He put an arm around her, sliding under her hair until the apple of her shoulder was in the palm of his hand. She moved against his side, fitting beneath the drape of his arm.

	This ought to have been brand new, yet it felt purely familiar.

	He thought of the years of keeping her at a respectable distance. They rarely touched. There were the odd times she put her cheek against his and kissed the air over his shoulder in hello or goodbye. Once, on an escalator at the train station, she made him laugh—he couldn’t remember the joke, but he remembered the laughing—and she rubbed two playful circles on his back as the moving stairs carried them down.

	The times they connected physically were few and far between, yet he never doubted that given the opportunity, she would fit to him easily, like a puzzle piece.

	The skin of her shoulder was smooth against his palm and he ached to feel all that softness in both his hands. He couldn’t wait to be inside all the things he loved about her.

	
Room 5

	Her fingers were shaking and she dropped her key card twice. He retrieved it both times and finally dealt with the lock himself. A cool rush of air as the door slowly swung back. It was pure darkness within, only a dim sliver of light came from the window, its drapes not fully drawn.

	The door clicked shut softly. As he put on the chain, she set down her purse and cardigan. He was muting his phone, then setting it on the bedside table. She took her own phone and brought up one of her playlists, hit the shuffle button, then set it down by his. Their screens went off at the same time, putting the room in darkness again.

	They stood, not speaking. Not touching yet. Letting the music wrap around them, letting their eyes adjust, finding one another’s face in the dimness.

	“Are you nervous?” he asked softly.

	“No,” she said, nodding her head.

	“Me too . . .”

	
Room 6

	Then she moved to him as he stepped to her and their mouths met with one huge, shared inhale. For a moment they were still, holding each other’s heads, holding each other’s breath, then she sighed in the back of her throat and he sighed deep in his chest and each exhaled into the other.

	Her hands peeled his jacket down his back and off his elbows. He slithered free and her arms reached up around his neck. His wrapped around her waist and he picked her up, caught her up tight, hugged her body full against him. She was small in his arms, but brashly present, clutching him with lean, hard curves.

	Her body. Her skin. Her hair. All of it here, now, for him. Nose in the arc of her neck, he pulled in her scent. That orange-y perfume he’d known for . . .

	
Room 7

	Years. I’ve dreamed of you holding me for years.

	His hug was enormous, his arms swallowed her up. He turned around with her once, twice, and she buried her face in his big shoulder and clung to him. Two quick steps and he had her up against the wall by the window and then he took her head, put his hands on her face, his thumbs running along her cheekbones, his forehead to hers. No end of things she wanted to tell him but at that moment she could only say his name, breathe it once just before he kissed her.

	God, his mouth on hers.

	She was nothing but air and stomach and an enormous, pounding heart. She shivered beneath . . .
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