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SHADOWS OF THE PAST 

By Nichelle Seely

Someone said they saw a ghost at the Commodore Hotel, and now the building is up for sale. 

There may be a ghost, or there may not. When I was a young woman, back in the sixties, I 

worked there as head housekeeper. Back before the owners locked it up and walked away. Back 

before Jacko—the manager—disappeared without a trace. Maybe it’s time to tell what I know, 

but before I talk about ghosts, I got to talk about rats. 

Any river town is bound to have rats. Astoria ain’t no exception. All those ships—

freighters and fishing boats and coast guard lighters—they’ve got ‘em onboard, likely as not. 

Stowing away in bins and barrels, sneaking to shore down the mooring lines or snugged up in a 

corner of a pilot boat. Rats are always hungry and’ll eat ‘most anything. Must’ve been worse 

when the canneries were here, all that fish waste to whet the dirty skulkers’ appetites. A healthy 

rat is a tough customer. And a wharf rat, well-fed and wise to the ways of men and machines, is 

a match for a cat. Only an old feral feline, clever enough to watch and wait, can succeed in the 

hunt. 

I can say with confidence there’s no rats in the hotel. Not now. But back in ’64, there were rats a-

plenty. It gave me the willies to go down to the basement, the place all damp and 
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darksome, with a clammy draft sifting through from the underground. 

See, the place had tunnels. Basement opened up directly under the street, and you could 

see the pipes and conduits snaking away into the black. It ain’t far from the water, and you could 

listen to the wash of the wake when a freighter surged up the Columbia River, bound for 

Portland or points east.  

Back then, before there was so much traffic, down in the dark, in the quiet, in the cellar, I 

could hear the rats, a-shuffling and a-squeaking and a-chirping like they do. Shine a light back in 

the tunnel and you could see the gleam of beady eyes before the nasty critters skittered off. They 

prefered the dark, with their whiskers and pale wormish tails, massing together like some bigger 

creature. I hated ‘em.  

And Jacko? Gave me the creeps as bad, he did. Leaving his filthy magazines lying about 

‘by accident’ on purpose, his dirty postcards. He was a piece of work, with eyes dark and cold 

and glittery like the river at midnight. I begged him to do something about the rats, but he only 

sneered and said: “Do something yourself, since they bother you so bad.” 

The hotel wasn’t fancy, but it was clean—I made sure of that. I buffed the iron bedsteads 

and changed the sheets and blankets—good wool blankets we had, salmon pink with 

“Commodore” embroidered on them. I’d empty the ashtrays in each room, polish the dark wood 

wainscoting until it shone, and keep the hall bathrooms clean and tidy. 

Jacko, now—he weren’t above nosin’ around the rooms when one of the guests was out. 

He weren’t above a bit of a grope when he caught one of us bent over, polishing the floor or 

cleaning the toilet. Oh, he made life miserable for me and Elsa.  

Elsa was lovely, a grown woman at 19, but a bit simple. She’d come from Norway as a 

child, and never did learn a lot of English. But you could show her a task and she’d work with a 
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will, rub the chrome right off the faucets, she would. Jacko scared her. He’d sneak up behind her 

or trap her in the bathroom by standing in the doorway and not let her out until she gave him a 

kiss. She’d come to me, crying, and I’d have to soothe her down before she’d go back to work. 

Jacko made me mad. But, “boys will be boys” is what you’d always hear, and jobs wasn’t 

that easy to come by. So we put up with it. Until one day, when I went down to the basement to 

get some supplies. The boiler is all bricked up in its own room, a big red box to the side of the 

steps. I heard a noise back behind it. I wasn’t scared but thought it better to be safe. Under the 

stairs was a stash of sports equipment that belonged to the owners: children’s sleds, baseball 

equipment, golf clubs. I wrapped my hand around a wooden bat and went to look. 

There she was, Elsa, tucked in a dark corner, dress and stockings torn, crying. She 

couldn’t speak for sobs, and her cheeks blotched red from tears. I knew what’d happened, no 

room for doubt. I cleaned her up as best I could and sent her home. And then I went to find 

Jacko. 

I found him lazing in his apartment, flipping through the April issue of Real Men. The 

cover had a picture of five nearly naked women in a cage in a tunnel. The headline across the top 

read “Is Lesbianism a Cure for Frigid Women?” Another blared, “I Escaped from the Red Killers 

of East Berlin.”  

This was 1964, before any thought of that ‘political correctness.’ But sex and violence 

and commies— that always sold a story. No worries about what was fair or seemly. It was the 

magazine cover that gave me the idea. What I did was right—I thought so then, and I think so 

now.  

He looked up with a smirk that swiftly changed to a scowl. “Whatta you want?” 

“Need your help with something. Sir,” I says.  
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He threw his magazine down and came out into the hall and says, “What’s your 

problem?” 

“I need some supplies in the storage room,” I says, “but I can’t shift the other boxes out 

of the way. I seen you carryin’ luggage up the stairs—you got muscles.” 

Jacko weren’t usually a helping type, but being vain like he was, he wasn’t be able to 

resist being a Real Man. He led the way down to the basement, cracking his knuckles.  

I’d left the bat where I could reach it easy. 

When he bent over a box, I swung the bat against the back of his head. It made a sound 

like squashing fruit, all soft and meaty. I hit him again, and again, and with every blow I thought 

of Elsa. 

Jacko wasn’t a big man, and years of housework had made me strong. I pushed him off 

the box, then opened it up. I set the bleach bottles it contained along the wall—I’d need them 

later—and flattened the cardboard into a sort of pallet, rolling him onto it. I dragged him to the 

tunnel under the street, walking into the shadows until the light from the basement faded to a dim 

yellow glow. In the distance sounded a familiar shuffle and squeak. 

“Told you to do something about the rats,” I said. 

  



SHADOWS / 5 

AUTHOR’S NOTE: 

All the artifacts described in this story: the blankets, the Real Men magazine, the sleds—are 

items which were found in the Commodore Hotel prior to the 2008 renovation. The boiler in its 

terracotta cube existed. The tunnel too, but thankfully not the rats. 

 

 


