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An American couple, throughout the
book referred to only as “the man” and “the
woman,” sit across from each other in a train
that is rushing through the frozen landscape
of an unnamed northern European country.
They are on their way to adopt a baby at
the only place that will bestow one upon a
middle-aged couple in which
the woman has cancer.

Their confusion when the
train stops at an empty, snow-
covered way station at which
they mistakenly disembark
sets the tone for the rest of the
novel.

The couple finally arrive
at the Borgarfjaroasyla Grand
Imperial Hotel, which has an
enormous Victorian lobby, a
perpetually open bar, a dining

defunct hotels in different coun-

Laura Stevenson

10/8/2020

Visit to a unique and dark country

tries. In the bar, the man meets the hotel’
lounge singer, Livia Pinheiro-Rima, an el-
derly woman of acute intelligence, sporadic’
compassion, and uncertain truthfulness. She:
informs him that the town is known for two
things: the orphanage and the healer, Brother
Emmanuel. :

Later in the evening, when the dlstraught
woman appears in the lobby wearing only.
silk underwear, Livia comforts her. As the
man, embarrassed and distressed, urges his
wife to let him help her to bed, Livia remarks
upon the sadness of that request: “Everybody
goes to bed eventually, don’t
they? It’s what happens at night.
People disappear. Or they’re not
there in the first place.”

The lines, in addition to
giving the book its title, imply
an ambivalent and vaguely
threatening sense of reality—
the signature mood of a tale
in which the healer and the
orphanage become accidentally
confused with each other, and
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Cameron writes what can
only be called superb prose. The
book’s scenes are often sub-,
tly comic, but the relation-,
ship between the man and;
the woman is a poignantly;
tragic portrayal of a couple!
whose love has been beset’
by miscarriage, disease, and'
despair.

The setting, while hghtly-
sketched, skillfully portrays~
a town at the edge of 01v111-
zation, whose vain hope (the:
reader discovers two-thirds:
of the way through) has been:
to become a venue for the;
Winter Olympics—a rev-;
elation that suddenly makes;
sense of the Grand Imperial]
Hotel’s odd mixture of old-;
world magnificence and:
cheap modern construction. '

The novel’s texture,
which depends upon exqui--
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site descriptive skill balanced
by vague confusion of reality
and fantasy, is strongly remi--
niscent of absurdist Wotksm"
* the mid-20th century. -
Complex and amblgu-
ous, this is in every sense a:
literary novel. Whether that.
is a compliment or a warning’
depends upon the taste of the*
reader, but there is no doubt
.ing the skill of the.a




