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For my mother and father, about whom
I find something new to appreciate every day
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A moment of the past, did I say? Was it not perhaps very much more: something that, common both to the past and to the present, is much more essential than either of them?

—Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past


PART I

MOVABLE THINGS

Perhaps the immobility of the things that surround us is forced upon them by our conviction that they are themselves, and not anything else, and by the immobility of our conceptions of them. For it always happened that when I awoke like this, and my mind struggled in an unsuccessful attempt to discover where I was, everything would be moving round me through the darkness: things, places, years.

—Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past
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It was snowing. The storm had started as soon as they crossed the Cascades from Seattle, and now, here in what his dad called the Idaho panhandle, Dewey looked out from the backseat at the snow sweeping over the interstate in huge white gusts, covering everything in sight. His dad held on to the steering wheel at ten and two, which meant the weather was bad. His dad had grown up in this part of the country—well, Seattle, anyway—but now they lived in South Carolina and he wasn’t used to driving in the snow. And it would be getting dark soon.

Uncle Robbie, who sat with Dewey in back, tried to ease the tension by showing how to play the armpit trombone, an instrument he claimed he could use to perform the song “Camptown Races” in its entirety, verses and chorus, and which he proceeded to demonstrate, sort of. It sounded like a long series of farts, and Dewey, age ten, found this highly amusing. His mother, smiling just slightly in the front seat as she looked dreamily out the window, seemed to find it somewhat amusing. His father not at all. His father never found much of anything about Uncle Robbie—who was more than a decade younger than Dewey’s father and who was coming to stay with them in Charleston for a while as part of his court-ordered rehabilitation program—amusing at all. His dad probably wished now that they’d decided to fly instead of taking the car. The plan had been to travel at a leisurely pace, get a good look at the country.

No one said anything for a while and Dewey gazed out the window. It was a pretty area, with a river running along the highway and evergreens, white with snow, covering the hills. They passed a sign, exit 70, for a town called Good Night. It seemed like a funny name for a town in Idaho. Or anyplace, for that matter.

His mother had also noticed the sign. She quit staring out the window and looked over at his dad. “Might as well be here as anywhere,” she said.

His dad opened his mouth and squinted his eyes up tight. “We’re thinking of stopping?” he said. He fumbled around the console for his glasses, which he wore only when he needed to see something clearly, which he claimed wasn’t often. He put the glasses on and leaned in toward the windshield and looked at the sky. “I don’t guess this is going to get better anytime soon,” he said.

“It’s fine with me if we stop,” his mother said. She was the sort of person who was usually fine with things. “In fact the snow makes me nervous—I’d rather stop.”

Dewey knew his father well enough to understand that he was probably trying to decide whether to argue. He wouldn’t want to admit to himself that he’d been forced off the road by the snow, especially after all the times he’d made fun of drivers back home who, he said, couldn’t even drive in the rain. A few moments passed. A huge pickup truck roared by them in the left lane, snow spinning up from the tires. His father sighed. “All right,” he said.

They pulled off at the exit, the car sliding a little bit on the ramp, his father’s knuckles ridged on the steering wheel. They turned onto a quiet, winding road with no traffic. His mom used her cell phone to find the town on the Internet. “This place sounds familiar,” she said. “Good Night, Idaho. I’ve heard of this place. It’s not the kind of name you forget.”

His father smiled but didn’t take his eyes off the road. “You always say that. You always think you’ve heard of someplace.”

His mother ignored him and held out her phone for Dewey and Uncle Robbie in the backseat. “Here, see? It’s an old mining town,” she said. “It seems like a nice place. Look, they have a beautiful old hotel.” On the screen was the small image of an old brick building taller than any other building in the town, though that wasn’t saying much, even Dewey knew. His mother showed it to his dad.

“That does seem nice,” he said.

“I’m glad we’re staying,” she said. “This can be like a little adventure along the way. It’ll be a good way to start off the new year.” It was January 2. Dewey had to be back at school in four days.

His father adjusted his glasses and leaned forward to squint out the windshield at the falling snow, which seemed to be coming down harder every minute. “Exactly what I was thinking,” he said, in that flat tone where you couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic.

“That’s what I hate about the interstate,” his mother said. “You just drive and drive and pass right by interesting places like this one.” She turned and smiled brightly at Dewey and Robbie. “You’d never even know they were here.”
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The sign on the outside of the old hotel identified it as the Travelers Rest. Julia Addison, advancing carefully in her slick shoes on the snowy sidewalk, holding on to her son Dewey’s hand to keep from falling, paused for a moment and considered—something wasn’t right about the name. As punctuated, it amounted to a bland statement of fact—yes, travelers rested. All people did, eventually. Maybe they had forgotten a comma and exclamation point—it was intended to be a command: Travelers, rest! Or maybe just an apostrophe—Travelers’ Rest—which she decided was the nicest way to think about it: this place belonged to the travelers, and offered them rest.

Dewey pulled on her hand and they went up the marble steps to the hotel entrance and she held open the door for her brother-in-law, Robbie, and her husband, Tonio, who were lugging the suitcases. She was the last to step inside the door and she was busy brushing snow off her coat sleeves and her hair when she heard a voice that brought her up sharply, made her heart beat fast. Maybe she was still out of breath—they’d had to park the car at the bottom of a hill and walk up the town’s main street to the hotel. But she heard the voice again—“Welcome to Travelers Rest”—and again her pulse quickened.

The voice belonged to an odd-looking man with a large nose and a thick mustache who stood behind a desk to the left of the entrance, and she couldn’t figure out why his voice would affect her that way—if anything, his appearance was much more startling. His nose was so large and his mustache was so bushy that he almost had no eyes, no chin, and he wore a dusty black hat with a wide brim that seemed designed to trap the chaotic mass of brown hair curling around his ears and neckline. His clothes—a striped, tight-fitting vest over a heavy shirt worn thin at the elbows, pants of a loose, shiny material with rolled cuffs, boots that appeared to be covered in soot or ash—and his stiff gait as he moved across the room made him look as if he’d been stored in a crate of mothballs and tipped up onto his feet just moments before their arrival. She felt, more than anything, a temptation to sneeze.

While Tonio asked about a room, she got her bearings and surveyed the hotel’s interior. The first impression was one of disorder. In the dim and rather dusty light of the lobby she saw ladders and toolboxes and paint cans and drop cloths and sawhorses—clearly the place was under renovation. Maybe the hotel wasn’t even open, and they wouldn’t be staying here after all. That would be disappointing. Why? She studied the room more closely. An enormous fireplace that, if it had contained a roaring fire, would have dispelled every shred of the hotel’s gloom. Beautiful old gas lamps on the walls, tasteful (although awfully faded) wallpaper, elaborate moldings in the corners of the room, a high ceiling with a breathtaking chandelier that spanned almost half the lobby, a grand wooden staircase ascending to a second-floor landing, solid overstuffed chairs (Dewey was sitting in one of them and wiping dust from the arm), a huge circular ottoman directly beneath the chandelier. It must have been a stunningly opulent place at one time—what could it possibly be doing in this little town? Who would have built a hotel like this here? She hadn’t spent much time in fancy hotels, but she had a sharply tuned aesthetic sense, and that sense told her now that she was in a remarkable place, or at least a place that had once been remarkable.

She stood gazing out the front windows at the snow flying past outside. Tonio was still talking, going on in the slightly nasal voice that he used when he lectured his anthropology students. She didn’t pay any attention to what he was saying. Robbie had discovered, of all things, a monocle lying around somewhere. He placed it over his right eye and marched around the room with a military air, his hands clasped behind his back, a stern expression on his face, as if he were considering weighty matters. He bumped into the furniture, staged pratfalls over the armchairs and end tables. Dewey, of course, found this wildly entertaining. She stood looking out the windows.

And then she had a funny feeling. Her mind felt white with snow, cold and pleasantly numb, and something began to form behind her vision—not exactly a memory, not exactly a dream. From somewhere she heard voices and music, lilting strings, a waltz rhythm. She had the feeling that if she turned around she would have already known exactly what was behind her, the ballroom, the dancers, the string quartet, the strange man peering out of his little eyes at the proceedings, twirling the ends of his mustache. The hotel must be hosting some gala event, some elaborate banquet from bygone days, something she never could have expected when she chose to stop here, but which she seemed somehow to have anticipated, and which now she couldn’t wait to see. She could almost feel herself dancing, flowing across some huge open space. She began to say something to Tonio over her shoulder and as she turned … there it was. Through a pair of stately French doors with old, warped glass panes, a massive room with a parquet floor and curtainless floor-to-ceiling windows facing onto a snowy street. It was a ballroom, it had to be. But there were no people, nobody there, as if they’d all vanished in a heartbeat. It must have been a recording, music they played over speakers hidden somewhere, but whatever it was, it had stopped. She stepped lightly toward the doors, imagined them swinging open before her, allowing her entry, and again it was as if she heard something, saw something. Was it some movie she was remembering?

Suddenly Tonio was next to her, ready to make his report. “That’s the owner,” he said. “He’s nuts.”

She glanced over Tonio’s shoulder. There the owner stood, firm and upright, hands behind his back, a welcoming smile creasing his cheeks behind the mustache. His smile seemed intended only for her, as if the two of them understood something no one else could.

“Why?” she said. “Is the room too expensive?”

Tonio grunted. “Too expensive? No, the rate’s plenty cheap. In fact, he seems reluctant to let me pay him at all. He won’t take a credit card.”

“Then what’s the problem?” she said.

“What’s the problem? Look at this place.”

“It’s amazing,” she said.

“Yeah,” he said, “as, like, an archaeological specimen, maybe. He says the storm knocked out the electricity. He can’t promise there’ll be any heat. The place looks like it was hit by a fucking tornado.”

She walked slowly back across the room, toward Dewey and Robbie at the front entrance. Old photographs lined the walls, one of them an image straight from her thoughts, from the vision in the back of her head—it was the lobby full of people, dressed for the ball, coat and tails, satin dresses, all smiling, all toasting the camera with glasses of champagne. In faded ink, under the photograph, it said “January, 1886, Travelers Rest.” Next to that picture was another one, an exterior shot of the burned-out husk of a hotel, and underneath it had the same caption, “January, 1886, Travelers Rest.” One of them must have been wrong.

“But he’ll let us have a room,” she said.

“He’ll give us a suite,” Tonio said. “But get this—we’re the only guests. It’s pretty weird. Don’t you think Dewey would be happier if we drove on and found—I don’t know—a Comfort Inn? There’s always a Comfort Inn.”

The light in the lobby had grown even fainter. Dewey was quiet, slumped down in one of the oversized chairs. Robbie stood at the window, still wearing the monocle over his right eye. It almost looked like it belonged there.

“You go on to the Comfort Inn if you want to,” she said. “I’m staying here.”
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Robbie Addison had been awake for hours, had not gone to sleep the whole time, not at all, that buzzing or crinkling in his fingers, that spot at the base of his spine where it felt like something clutched or clawed, some creature trapped in the mattress … looking up through the gap in the ancient curtains he could see the twirling flakes of snow, dazzling and hypnotic, yet even they could not induce sleep.

There were no clocks in the hotel room, but his internal clock, which was pretty finely tuned to closing time, suggested that it was about 1 a.m. He lay on his back and stared at the snow and concentrated on what he could hear. High in the air there seemed to be a ringing, but it was true that that might have been in his head. There was another sound, like a vacuum, like something taking away sound, sucking sound out of the room, converting it to negative space—that had to be, what, the wind? The heating vents? Did this old barn of a hotel even have central heat? He could hear also, now that he concentrated, the sound of Tonio’s snoring, and he tried hard to tell, straining his senses outward, whether the door to Tonio and Julia’s room was closed. Could you tell, if you tried to picture it hard enough, whether Julia’s eyes were open, whether she too was awake and hearing Tonio snore? No, you couldn’t.

After a minute he set aside the covers, the heavy quilt, and swung his legs over the side of the bed. His arms, propped on the mattress, began to shake. He ran one hand through his unruly hair and he squinted and bared his teeth and very cautiously stood up with no noise but the cracking of one knee, the one with the cartilage damage from his old basketball days. He took two steps across the hardwood floor—gingerly, but he could see right away that it was no use. The floor groaning, creaking—they would hear him or they wouldn’t. He didn’t know much about the sleeping habits of his brother’s family. Was Dewey likely to wake up?

He slipped into his jeans and he felt around on the cold floor until he located his wool socks and he eased back down onto the bed and got the socks pulled on and he grabbed his boots to carry.

He had no idea where to find his coat. Standing in the doorway to his room in the suite, he could make out the entryway that led to the hall and the stairs, but there was a myriad of closet doors and he couldn’t go around opening them all to find his coat. He’d have to make do with the T-shirt and long johns undershirt he’d worn to bed.

He stepped out into the area between his room and Tonio’s, the goddamn floor groaning at every step. If someone—Julia, not Tonio, he could still hear Tonio snoring—called out to him now, said Robbie? He could say he was using the bathroom, but no, he had the boots in his hand. Going outside for a smoke. But his cigarettes were in his coat. He could say he’d thought they were in his pants pocket. So he walked toward the door quickly, no sense in being secretive, and he took in the fact that Dewey was asleep there on the large sofa in the main room, and he was within maybe three steps of the door when he made out in the faint light, on top of a small end table, what appeared to be Tonio’s wallet and keys. He hadn’t thought—really, he would never have suspected—that Tonio could be that dumb.

Certainly, of course, there was a second where he asked himself, where he talked to himself like this—Now Robbie, Tonio is your brother and he came all the way out here to “help” you, and you like Julia, don’t you, and what about Dewey, great kid, and what about their disappointment, think about Julia and how she’ll have to try to make excuses for you again—but he’d already spent half his life disappointing people so now it didn’t stop him long. He stepped over as lightly as possible and carefully, very carefully separated the wallet from the keys—the keys were of no use to him—and unfolded the wallet and took out a few—no, all—of the bills. Tonio had credit cards. Tonio would be fine.

He walked out of the room and down the creaky stairs and still no one interrupted him. At the bottom of the stairs he paused with his hand on the banister and surveyed the old, ghostly hotel lobby. Ladders, sawhorses, band saws, planks, bags of nails, God knew what all, you couldn’t see it very well in the dark—had to be a violation of every safety code imaginable. But the lobby itself—you could see how this must have been a pretty impressive place back in the day. Not that it interested him much. He exhaled slowly, and he told himself to consider the things they’d talked about in rehab, and he did consider them, but not in the way they would have wanted him to. What he’d heard them say over and over was that an addict could never get better until he wanted to get better, and that to want to get better you had to hit bottom, you had to see yourself as the lowest of the low. That was a comforting thought for Robbie, because he wasn’t anywhere near the bottom yet. There were a whole lot of depths left to sink to.

The heavy front door to the hotel was unlocked, and that was a good thing, he could get back in if he wanted to. But he knew he wouldn’t. He struggled into his boots and went outside and shut the door behind him. The air was sharp, intense, the wind a bit more bracing than he had allowed for. But there across the street was the oasis he’d spotted right from the first, when they were walking up the hill with the suitcases. It was a bar called the Miner’s Hat, lit in the circle of a yellow streetlight, neon signs buzzing in the window, the snow flying round it in waves that accompanied the thump of a bass guitar coming from inside the door.

The street was deserted except for a couple of cars parked near the entrance. Robbie crossed slowly, still aware that Tonio or Julia or Dewey could be watching from the window—wouldn’t do to be in a hurry. The snow in the street was already more than a foot deep. They’d have to call out the plows. Everything was utterly quiet. Pine trees stabbed the white sky on the tightly bunched hills. As he made his way across the street, he heard the click of the town’s one traffic light, and it switched from red to green. Go. There was the oasis, the bar, the bad music, the awful cover band. He tipped his head back, opened his mouth, closed his eyes, tasted the snow on his tongue and felt it on his eyelids. Then he opened his eyes and went across the street and blew on his stinging hands and reached for the door. Inside were the drunks and the losers and the beautiful loud noise—he could find every comfort he wanted here.
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For the longest time after she saw the door across the street shut behind him she sat very still on some cushions in a little bay window, looking out at the snow.

She had never seen it snow so hard in her life. She and Tonio and Dewey lived now in Charleston, South Carolina, or just outside Charleston, South Carolina, in a community called Mount Pleasant, and she had grown up mostly in California, in a succession of sunny beachside towns, so her knowledge and experience of snow were by no means extensive. Still, she had never seen it snow so hard in her life.

The snow fell rapidly, flakes spinning down in the light, and if she stared hard enough she felt as if she were in a boat moving on waves. Down and down it came, more and more, the wind whisking it along in what seemed like prearranged patterns, as if it were a show prepared just for her. In fact it all felt that way, everything, from the time they’d turned off the interstate. The discovery of the quaint hotel, the snow flying down while they trudged up the walk, the sign on the door, the dusty, dim light of the lobby, the strangely arresting voice of the proprietor, the voices and music she had heard and almost felt she remembered—all of it seemed as if it were a story being told to her and her alone, in a high whisper. She loved this old hotel. She wouldn’t mind staying another night, and another, if the storm continued.

It would be better, maybe, if Tonio weren’t here, because Tonio had a way of interfering. But definitely not if Robbie weren’t here, in which case it would feel like nothing important was happening. This was a horrible way to think, a horrible thing to realize, downright awful in a karmic sense, a feeling for which you’d have to do a lot of atoning, but she knew that and was prepared for it. She had a peculiar ability to be honest with herself.

The feeling about Robbie wasn’t sexual, or not so much, or at least it wasn’t the main thing. She wasn’t afraid of it, and she knew that, if it ever surfaced, that feeling, in a sexual way, it wouldn’t necessarily be better than what she had with Tonio, which was at least comfortable and uninhibited. And the sex thing with Robbie didn’t matter because she wouldn’t let it happen anyway.

So it wasn’t that, not really. So what was it? What made her want to defend him?

The first time she met Robbie was after she’d already married Tonio. They’d driven up the coast to visit Tonio’s parents in Seattle. And it wasn’t that Tonio’s parents weren’t nice and gracious and hospitable, etc., because they were, and it wasn’t that Tonio was boring, because he wasn’t, he was one of the smartest people she’d ever known, and she’d known a lot of people, and a whole lot of them thought they were pretty smart. No, it was just the color and movement that caught her eye, there through the window, out past the garden with all the pretty rosebushes.

She had known somehow that he was the brother, even though no one had said a word about him or paid any attention to him out there. She excused herself to go roam around—they were talking about politics, probably, it was an election year, Bush versus Gore. Tonio’s father was an appellate court judge. She walked out past the rosebushes, beyond the unruly dandelions and clover that cropped up by the property’s edge. The Addisons lived in one of the more desirable areas of Madison Park, and off behind the house you could look across Lake Union toward Mount Rainier. Robbie was busy building a fence, carefully hammering one slat at a time, standing and hammering, kneeling and hammering, grab a new slat, stand and hammer, kneel and hammer, the movements rapid and graceful in a way she’d never seen Tonio move, with his dangling arms and hunched shoulders.

“Why would you put a fence here?” she asked. Each new slat further obstructed the view across the water.

He wore a red T-shirt and a pair of long khaki shorts frayed at the ends and he was working barefoot. He stopped and examined her for a second. “Why?” he said. He turned around and swept his hair away from his eyes and looked down the hill and hitched up his shorts. “I guess because they care more about the stray dogs that come in the garden than they do about the view.” He stood there with his mouth open looking at her until she started wondering if he was stupid, if Tonio had gotten whatever brains there were to be had in the gene pool and poor Robbie had just gotten handyman skills. And then she realized what was happening—he had no idea who she was or why she was there in the yard talking to him.

It made her laugh. “I’m your sister-in-law,” she said. “I’m Julia.”

And she could go back to that one moment. Until that one moment there really wasn’t anything all that unusual. She had looked out the window. She had seen him in his red shirt working on the fence. He had long brown hair then, so thick that it looked like some kind of pelt he had to keep displacing to the side of his head––but it hadn’t mattered how he looked. She had been aware of how she looked herself, a tiny thing there in the grass, all of five foot two, weighing in at about a hundred pounds, no breasts no hips no curves to speak of. What she understood then, for maybe the first time, was that it was her eyes that held men’s attention. She could feel them there in her head, staring out at him, warm and big and brown. Robbie was seventeen then. She was twenty-five.

She had always believed strongly in a spirit world, in the idea that nature was animated in a way she could never quite understand or see, but never very strongly in God, who, if he existed, didn’t seem to be much good for anything. And she had always believed in fate, that there was some place she was destined to end up, and from the beginning, she had felt that Robbie had something to do with that place. But why? Because she and Robbie were alike? Her mother had been a late-blooming flower child, and she had raised her daughters around people who claimed to be enlightened, to have tapped into some higher consciousness, but who were really just losers and hypocrites and fools. At times, when things went sour at a moment’s notice, they’d had to live in abandoned cabins or tents or vans or even other people’s garages—she was used to that. She was used to screwups like Robbie. And there was something she didn’t trust about people who did everything right, or something she didn’t trust, when in the presence of people who did everything right, about herself.

But if there was such a thing as fate, if there was some place, some moment she was destined to travel toward, she believed strongly that it was her job to get herself there. Robbie could and should take care of himself. A grown man, a thirty-year-old man, who’d never had a steady job, who had dropped out of college four times. She had never had the chance to go to college once.

She could just picture him over there in the bar. He’d be everyone’s best friend in about five minutes. Good God, you’d think he’d learn. That’s why they were out here, collecting Robbie after yet another stay in rehab with a bunch of other spoiled rich kid degenerates, privileged people who couldn’t control the one thing in the world you had the capacity to control—yourself. She’d had a difficult childhood and didn’t feel much sympathy.

The thing to do right now was wake up Tonio. He would be over there in no time hustling Robbie back out into the snow, bringing him back to bed, and they could get on the road in the morning. But then he would see that they had power across the street, and she’d never hear the end of it. And also she wanted to believe—against all evidence—that Robbie could manage on his own. Maybe he was over there having a cheeseburger. Maybe he’d have a beer for a nightcap and then she’d see him wander leisurely back across the road.

Everything was dark and quiet behind her in the hotel room—Tonio was done with his snoring, even—and the snow beyond the window fell so steadily that she couldn’t imagine it stopping. She tried to think of their house in Mount Pleasant, the row of azaleas to the side of the front door, the oak tree in the yard, Dewey bouncing a basketball in the driveway. She tried to think of the places where she’d spent her childhood, in California, the house with the pool where they’d crashed for a while, the bus she used to take to the boardwalk in Santa Cruz. None of it was there, not anywhere in her head, just this window framing the snow, her place tucked right here inside it, as if she were wound into a snow cocoon. Then something in her loosened, and she felt very sleepy suddenly, and she leaned her head against the cold damp windowpane, and with her ear against the glass she heard the tiny hiss of snow, like faint radio static, sticking to the windowsill.
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