The Rush Hotel


Hold on to it. Hold on to it before it’s gone.

Lady Love

Lady love

Lady love me

Won’t you show me

Show me your love

Surely you know me

And see what I’m made of.

Rumor winds are blowing strong

Knocked around for so long

Tried and tore me down, made me small

What can I do to change it all

Spinning wheels going no where

Chasing dreams, merry-go-round

Don’t listen to them make me a clown

I’ll tell you now, I know what I am

In all the times of good and bad
Of all the memories that we have had

Can’t stand the thought of ending this way.

Something’s got a hold on me

I can’t seem to shake it loose

Too far clear of dignity

Facing up to the only truth.

Arranging time to be with you

I hope you accept that this is why

About the crazy things I do,

Singing to the open sky.

I love you.

Wouldn’t change a thing,

So in love with you.

No two days the same for me

I found the dream of a life

How far along can we be

The only thing that’s ever right

Rays of your smile come shining through

Bright as the morning sun

All that I’ve ever wanted

Is everything that you are.

I love you.

Wouldn’t change a thing

So in love

With you

-Author unknown, found in a trash bag in an abandoned hotel
There’s a sketch book in the corner of my room. It smells like dust and old age, the paper is yellowed, but the words are still visible. They’re written in blue ink across the thick art paper, and the handwriting is deep and confident on the capital letters, smaller and more timid on words like ‘love’ and ‘dignity’. It’s unsigned and was never meant to fall into my hands. 
But it did.

A butterfly shakes dew from its wings in an untouched pocket of wilderness, setting an unstoppable chain of events into action that just might have the power to shake the world from its set course. 


So the poetry isn’t that great. It has all the appearances of being a song lyric, marked occasionally with verse numbers and a penciled in chord or two. Who doesn’t have a notebook packed away somewhere with this sort of work in it, written in the early throes of love where technique, consistency, and well-chosen imagery don’t seem to matter? Just emotion, set forth in dark blue ink and flowing script. It reminds me of several pages ripped out of a spiral notebook containing my thirteen year old heart that were given to my first lover. They were terribly written and given freely. I wonder if he still has them, tucked away somewhere in a drawer or box, forgotten and meaningless now that we’re both ‘grown up’.

The rest of the pages in the sketchbook are blank. I don’t know how much more might have been written. But that song was written for someone, about someone. Someone loved and was loved. The simplest and most endearing story in the world rescued from a trash bag and safe in the corner of my bedroom. I have no idea who wrote it or why.


My guide: Joel Camara, who’d so graciously accommodated me when I crash landed into his life a few weeks ago. I was stuck in town for six weeks with nothing to do, and Joel had quickly taken me in and introduced me into his world. Now he was taking me into the Rush Hotel.

We exchanged conspiratory glances. This was the moment where we either turned back or plunged forward. Joel grinned and pushed back the thorny branches in the alley.

“Sure you’re up for this?” He asked.

“Yep,” I answered, following him as we ploughed through the December shrubbery. 

Joel looked over his shoulder. “I don’t see anyone…” he said cautiously. “But I don’t think we could get in trouble for this. It’s not like anyone lives here or even keeps up the place.”

“Still… breaking and entering…” I said, checking nervously for headlights from the main road.
Joel shrugged as we made it to the door. “I hope it’s still unlocked,” he whispered. He turned the rusty door knob and it swung open. “You’re going to LOVE this,” he mouthed. 

The Rush Hotel sits in its own rot in an alley just off the square. It’s a three storey stone building rising ominously in the background of small town America. One of Joel’s friends delivered papers there when she was eleven years old. All any of us knew was that an old man named Joe Kirby used to live there and that he died years ago. Rumor held that he killed himself, but the place has all the trappings of a haunted house, and it’s an easy conclusion to draw once you’ve been inside. Very few of the windows remain unbroken. 

So far, we’d gone through something of an ordeal getting to the back door. It was nearing one in the morning, and we’d parked on the square, far enough away so that no cruising cop car might get suspicious. Unfortunately, it was freezing cold, and we’d walked back around to the alley, only to find it blocked by a run down white van from the flower shop on Main Street and two small trees, only large enough to completely block the passage. We’re resourceful (or idiotic) kids, though, and we successfully overcame these obstacles.
The door swung open, and we paused theatrically to peer into its gaping maw.

“I wonder if homeless people live in here?” Joel queried in a whisper.

“Don’t scare me,” I hissed back. He reached out and took my hand, pulling me into the dark hotel. 

Understand this. When I stepped into that room, several forces collided. Past and present, reality and fantasy, life and death, Joel and I. Here we were, two teenagers balanced precariously on the verge of adulthood, completely different people, standing in the midst of this destroyed life. 

The only light was from the full moon, and it shed a scarce glow across the room. Dirty carpet. Crumpled paper. Old Books. A ragged arm chair.

“This is the Rush!” Joel said, imitating a tour guide.

“This is creepy,” I answered. Something was off balance, not quite right. The air was painful to breathe, coated in dust and neglect.

“Want to see the rest?” he said. I followed him blindly, unsure of every step. I gradually figured out that we must be in the office as Joel climbed through what must have been a register window. I clumsily followed, nerves locking up all my muscles. How many things could go wrong? Cops. Rapists. Homeless guys with no teeth and alcohol on their breath. Rotted floorboards. Unexpected staircases. I finally realized that none of these things were as frightening to me as the dark. Don’t be childish, I told myself. Just an empty building. But it was more than that. I suddenly realized what was wrong. Life had stopped here and hadn’t been cleaned up. Joel’s arms were around me as he helped me down through the window. Standing in the lobby, I could see the shadowy outlines of a tomb. Someone had died here and they had been all alone. No one had even bothered to gather his possessions. Scattered papers. A return key box. A puzzle depicting a lighthouse. A child’s toys. A sketch book.  Crumpled Kleenexes. A trash bag overflowing with junk leaning against a tragic empty recliner. A moth-eaten couch whose cushions still held the imprints of a human occupant. All under suffocating dust and mildew. I wanted to cry at the sight.
But then, there was something else here with me. There was Joel, with his arm still comfortingly around me. And Joel was alive and alien here just like me.

See, there’s a very important difference between Joel and me. I saw decay. Joel saw something beautiful. His mind was the real camera lens, and the actual apparatus was almost unnecessary in his hands, save that it was the only real window an outsider had into his world. He saw the Rush Hotel in a completely different light. He saw the stark, sad, dignified grace in a broken radiator, a dead bird, open window shades revealing jagged broken glass. I could see the shutters clicking in the depths of his eyes as we moved through the lobby.
“There’s the stairs to the basement,” he said softly, gesturing toward a dead black doorway.

“Not in the dark,” I said emphatically.

“No, no, no, I won’t go down there when it’s so dark,” he said quickly. “But we can go upstairs…” I followed his silhouette toward the other end of the staircase. It was so dark I couldn’t see my own heartbeat, but at the top of the stairs the entrance to the second floor was glowing an eerie silver. 

Someone died here alone. The thought leapt into my head and chilled my blood. Instinctively I reached forward and grabbed Joel’s sleeve. He let me catch up with him at the top of the staircase and we clung to each other like small, frightened children. And I guess that’s exactly what we were. Suddenly I was so thankful for his presence, his arm steady around my shoulders. This wasn’t the sort of thing I could handle on my own. But he was there and we were touching. My emotions flew rapid fire at me – now I was secure and safe and a little bit in love with the only other living thing in the building. 


And we were in the hallway. One side was fairly well lit from the street lights and the moon, but the other was as shadowed and silent as a forgotten dream. I think we were both aware of how many stories lived and died in every dark doorway we passed. But stories never really die, and we both felt their presence, ready to pounce like cats on either side. I don’t believe in ghosts or the supernatural. But I do believe in the power and presence of memory. It was suffocating. 

“Here’s the room,” Joel said, stopping abruptly. He pushed open the door which groaned and protested. I followed him in, and watched as, to my horror, the door began to swing shut.

“Um, no,” Joel said, leaping across the room to catch it before it closed. He laughed apologetically. “The last thing I want is to be trapped in here.”

I looked around and saw indisputable signs of a forgotten life. The mattress on the floor had torn, filthy sheets hanging on to its corners. There were clothes and liquor bottles everywhere.

“He lived here…” I said helplessly.

“I know,” Joel said. “And no one even got his stuff…”

I wasn’t afraid anymore. The tragedy caught me in its arms and I was overwhelmed by its sad, quiet beauty. I stared out his window, through a broken window pane and forlorn bare branches at a crystal clear full moon rising above the sad, sagging roofs of our sad, sagging town.
Joel touched my shoulder. “Let’s get out of here, ok?” 

I nodded, and we huddled together as we made the interminable journey down the hallway. We felt our way down the stairs and I realized joltingly how easy it would be to slip and fall.

We stood in the lobby again, and the street was comfortably near again. Joel sifted through some of the assorted rubbish on the floor. “Blank checks,” he said, showing me. “I wonder if they’re still worth anything?”

“There’s a sketch book,” I pointed. “Does it have anything in it?”

Joel picked it up and flipped it open. “There’s some writing, but I can’t quite see it…”

“Let’s take it,” I said suddenly. 

He understood why I needed to read it instantly and nodded. “Sure thing.”

Then it hit me. The full force of this creepy old hotel nearly knocked me over when I finally figured it out. Yes, a lonely old man had died here. But more importantly, he LIVED here. 

A butterfly flaps its wings and no one lives in vain…

There was a lifetime in my hands, and I was alive right now. I understood that I had to hold on to this fragment of someone’s soul, to my own soul, to this inexplicable mystery that found me living and breathing and crawling around an abandoned building downtown at one in the morning with one of my dearest friends. I had to hold on to everything, because it can vanish so unexpectedly and instantly. I wanted to sing and laugh and roar out every half-insane emotion pounding drunkenly through my heart into the crystal frozen night air. Suddenly I was so excited about my life, about living. Maybe it was this crazy deserted building. Or maybe it was just Joel.


It was a good night.
