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  Chapter 1: The Routine

  
  




The thing about living alone is that you start cataloging sounds. 

Not deliberately; it just happens. Your brain maps the auditory landscape of your space the same way it learns which floorboards creak or which cabinet hinges squeak. After six months in the apartment, I knew every sound by heart.

At 9:42 PM every night, the building groaned. A low creak from somewhere in the walls, like the whole structure was exhaling. Wood and metal contracting as the temperature dropped.

Mrs. Kowalski downstairs ran her blender at 6:15 AM for her morning smoothie. Thirty seconds exactly.

The couple across the hall… I never learned their names. They had sex on Wednesdays and Saturdays. Headboard rhythmic against their wall. Ten minutes, tops.

And Henderson, my neighbor on the other side of the bedroom wall, coughed at 11:18 PM every night. Three times. Then silence until morning.

I’m not a creep. I’m just a light sleeper in a building with walls made of optimism and drywall. Sound travels here like we’re all living in the same room, just pretending we have privacy.

My name is Elias Webb. I’m twenty-five. I write code for a fintech startup based in Portland, but I work remotely from here: a nowhere town an hour south of Eugene that exists primarily as a place people drive through on their way to somewhere better. The rent is cheap. The internet is adequate. That’s the whole pitch.

The town itself had maybe five thousand people, most of them working at the lumber mill or commuting to Eugene for real jobs. Main Street had two gas stations, a grocery store that closed at eight, and a diner that served breakfast all day because nobody could agree on what else to serve. The kind of place where everyone knew everyone, except nobody knew me because I worked from home and only left the apartment for groceries and the occasional walk when my back started screaming.

It rained most days. Not the dramatic downpours you see in movies, but that constant Pacific Northwest drizzle that soaks into everything. The kind of rain that makes moss grow on every surface and turns the sky into a flat sheet of grey from October to May. The Douglas firs pressed close to every building, their branches heavy and dark, blocking what little light made it through the clouds. Even at noon, the apartment felt like dusk.

The apartment itself is depressing in that specifically Pacific Northwest way. Wood paneling from 1978, carpet that might have been beige once, windows that fog up from the inside because the seals are shot. But it’s mine. Or I’m renting it, anyway. Same difference when you’re twenty-five and working your first real job.

The building was called Pinewood Terrace, which was optimistic. The parking lot had more potholes than pavement. The gutters sagged. The whole structure leaned slightly to the left, or maybe that was just my imagination.

Mrs. Kowalski had been here longest, according to Phil the landlord. Twenty-some years in 1A, directly below me. I’d seen her maybe twice: small, elderly, Polish accent, always carrying grocery bags that looked too heavy for her. She kept to herself.

The couple across the hall in 2C were younger, maybe early thirties. I’d learned their schedule through the walls before I’d learned their faces. Wednesday and Saturday nights, like clockwork. I’d seen them in passing: him tall and soft-looking, her with bright red hair and yoga pants. They never made eye contact. Nobody in this building made eye contact.

There were others, but they were ghosts. People I heard but never saw. Footsteps on the stairs. Car doors in the parking lot. The occasional argument bleeding through walls. The building had a transient feel, like everyone was just passing through on their way to somewhere better. Nobody stayed here by choice. You stayed here because the rent was cheap and you couldn’t afford anywhere else.

It was the kind of place where you could die alone and nobody would notice for days.

Henderson’s sounds were the most constant. The most… present.

He was old. Seventies, maybe eighties. I’d seen him a handful of times in the hallway: stooped, liver-spotted hands, thick glasses that magnified his watery blue eyes. He always wore the same brown cardigan with patches on the elbows. He’d nod at me. I’d nod back. We never spoke.

But I knew him through the wall.

I’d heard Henderson before I’d ever seen him. My first night in the apartment, unpacking boxes and setting up my desk, I’d been startled by the singing. A man’s voice, thin and reedy, coming through the wall at nine PM sharp. “Rock of Ages.” I’d stopped what I was doing and just listened, trying to figure out if it was a radio or a recording or an actual person.

It was a person. Henderson. Singing to himself in an empty apartment because that’s what you do when you’re old and alone and the silence gets too heavy.

After that first night, his sounds became the architecture of my days. I could set my watch by them.

7:00 PM: His radio clicked on. AM station. News, then talk shows, then late-night call-in programs where people argued about things that didn’t matter. The volume was always too loud, tinny voices bleeding through the wall into my bedroom.

8:30 PM: Footsteps. Shuffling from living room to kitchen to bathroom and back. The same circuit every night. That distinctive old-person gait: step, drag, step, drag. I could track his movement through the apartment by sound alone.

9:00 PM: Singing.

Hymns, mostly. “How Great Thou Art.” “Amazing Grace.” Sometimes psalms, chanted in a reedy, wavering voice that cracked on the high notes. He wasn’t good, but he was earnest. Singing to keep himself company, I guess. When you’re that old and that alone, maybe that’s what you do.

The first time I heard it, I thought he had visitors. Then I realized it was just him, singing to an empty apartment, filling the silence with someone else’s words about grace and salvation.

Sometimes he’d talk to himself. Not loud enough for me to make out words, just the murmur of his voice through the wall, like he was having a conversation with someone who wasn’t there. Maybe he was remembering people. Maybe he was praying. I never asked.

It should have been annoying. It was annoying. But after a while, it became part of the texture of the place. Background noise. Proof that someone else was there, on the other side of the wall, living their small, predictable life.

11:18 PM: The coughing. Three hacking, wet coughs. Then nothing.

The coughing was the most consistent sound. Three wet, hacking coughs that sounded painful, then silence. I’d started timing it out of curiosity, wondering if it was related to medication or just some internal clock his body had developed. Three coughs, every night, same time. Then nothing until morning.

Sometimes, very late, I’d hear other sounds. The creak of his bed. The flush of his toilet. The refrigerator opening and closing. Small sounds that meant he was awake, unable to sleep, moving through his apartment in the dark. I wondered what he thought about during those hours. Whether he was afraid. Whether he was lonely. Whether he knew that on the other side of the wall, someone else was awake too, listening.

Silence until morning, when the whole cycle started again.

I worked weird hours: coding sprints that bled into 2 or 3 AM, then sleeping until ten. Henderson’s schedule became my clock. When I heard his radio click on at seven, I knew I had a few more hours before I needed to be functional. When the singing started at nine, I’d take a break, make coffee, stretch my back. When the coughing came at 11:18, I’d save my work and think about sleeping.

The sounds had annoyed me at first. I’d complained to Phil about the noise, about the thin walls, about how I could hear every moment of Henderson’s existence whether I wanted to or not. Phil had shrugged and said that’s what you get for cheap rent. If I wanted soundproofing, I should try somewhere more expensive.

So I’d adapted. Bought noise-canceling headphones. Learned to tune it out. And eventually, the sounds became something else. Not annoying. Not intrusive. Just… there. Proof that I wasn’t completely alone in this building, in this town, in this life I’d built for myself that mostly consisted of staring at screens and pretending I was part of a team in Portland.

Henderson’s sounds were company, in a strange way. As long as I could hear him through the wall, everything was normal. Everything was fine.

We never spoke. But I knew him.

It was a Thursday in October when I finally ran into him outside our doors.

I was taking out the trash; one of those things I’d been putting off for three days until the bag was too full and starting to smell. The hallway was dim, one of the overhead fluorescents flickering in that slow, arrhythmic way that makes you feel like you’re in a horror movie even when nothing’s wrong.

Henderson was standing outside his door, key in hand, staring at the lock like he’d forgotten how it worked.

“Hey,” I said.

He turned slowly, blinking at me through those thick glasses.

“Evening,” he said. His voice was exactly how I’d imagined it: thin, raspy, like paper sliding against paper.

I waited for him to unlock his door, but he just stood there, key hovering an inch from the deadbolt.

“You need help?” I asked.

“No, no.” He waved me off, finally sliding the key home and turning it. The lock clicked. He pushed the door open a crack, then paused. “You’re the young man next door. The computer fellow.”

“Yeah. Elias.”

“Henderson.” He didn’t offer his first name. Just Henderson, like that was all I needed to know.

“Nice to meet you,” I said, even though we’d been living ten feet apart for six months.

He nodded, still holding the door half-open. For a moment, I thought he was going to say something else. His mouth opened slightly, then closed. His eyes flicked past me, toward my door, then back.

“You sleep well?” he asked.

Weird question. “Uh, yeah. Mostly. I’m a pretty light sleeper, though.”

“Light sleeper.” He repeated it like he was testing the words. Then he nodded again, more to himself than to me. “That’s good. That’s… good.”

Before I could ask what he meant, he stepped inside and closed the door. I heard the deadbolt slide home. Then his footsteps, shuffling away into the apartment.

I stood there for a second, trash bag in hand, wondering what the hell that was about.

Henderson’s question stayed with me. “You sleep well?”

It was such an odd thing to ask. Not “How are you?” or “Nice weather we’re having” or any of the other meaningless pleasantries people exchange. He’d asked specifically about sleep. And the way he’d said it, like he was genuinely curious. Or concerned.

And that look he’d given me. His eyes flicking to my door, then back to me. Like he was checking something. Measuring something.

I told myself I was reading too much into it. Old people ask weird questions. They lose the social scripts that keep conversations normal. He probably hadn’t even realized how strange it sounded.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d been trying to tell me something. Or warn me about something. That pause before he answered, mouth opening and closing like he was deciding whether to speak. What had
































