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  To everyone who has ever written a letter they were too smart to send. And to the people who actually show up three years later to ask why, could you maybe call first next time? Some of us are busy counting bathroom tiles.
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Writing Dead Flame felt a lot like Maren’s motel life: quiet, isolated, and requiring a lot of coffee to make it through the Oregon rain.

To my editorial team: Thank you for helping me find the “Wren” inside this manuscript. 

To my family: Thank you for not asking why I was suddenly obsessed with prison correspondence and motel architecture. Your support is the only letter I never have to hide in a drawer.

To the “Secret-Keepers” (the readers): Thank you for checking into this motel with me. I hope Maren and Rhodin’s story reminded you that while silence is safe, the truth is the only thing that actually keeps you warm. Just be careful whose handwriting you recognize in a parking lot.

Finally, to the sixty-three letters: Thanks for staying in the envelopes. The story was much more interesting once you finally came out.

- Alethea Paige
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I had a system for Tuesdays.

Strip the beds before eight. Bathrooms by nine. Vacuum the carpet in whatever direction makes the pile look new, even though every room in The Gull has the same carpet from 1987 and no amount of directional vacuuming is going to resurrect it. Restock the towels. Check the drains for hair. Wipe the remote controls with disinfectant because Drey read an article once about remote controls being dirtier than toilet seats and never recovered from the information.

Tuesdays were room four, room six, room nine, room eleven. Always in that order. Always the same.

I liked the sameness. I liked knowing that at 8:47 I’d be pulling a fitted sheet across a mattress with a permanent sag in the center. I liked knowing that at 9:12 I’d be scrubbing a bathtub ring left by someone who used too much of the complimentary soap. I liked knowing the shape of my day before my day had the chance to become anything I hadn’t planned for.

That’s the trick to staying invisible. You build a life so predictable that even you stop noticing yourself in it.

Room six was the worst room in The Gull Motor Lodge, and I mean that as a fact, not an opinion. The window faced the dumpsters. The bathroom fan made a sound like a small animal dying whenever you turned it on. The overhead light had a flicker that the electrician said was “within tolerance,” which is a phrase I’ve thought about more than any phrase should be thought about. Within tolerance. A lot of things are within tolerance. That doesn’t make them okay.

I was on my knees pulling a pillowcase tight when Drey’s voice came through the wall.

“Maren. Maren. Girl, did you check nine yet?”

I didn’t answer. Not because I was ignoring her. Because Drey doesn’t actually wait for answers. Drey talks like a woman walking through a house turning off lights. She addresses each room whether someone’s in it or not.

“I said did you check nine. The couple in nine left the sink running last night, I heard it through the floor, I’m not paying that water bill, I need you to check the seal on the faucet.”

“I haven’t gotten to nine yet,” I said, loud enough to carry through the plaster.

“Then get to nine.”

“I’m in six.”

“Six can wait.”

“I’m almost done with six.”

Silence. Which with Drey is never actually silence. It’s the audible version of her deciding whether this argument is worth walking thirty feet for. Apparently it wasn’t. I heard her sandals slap back toward the front desk and the radio come on. Classic rock. Drey played classic rock when she was irritated and gospel when she was scared and nothing at all when she was thinking. The radio was my weather report for her moods. Today was Fleetwood Mac, which meant she was annoyed but functional.

I finished the pillowcase. Tucked the corners the way she’d taught me three years ago. Hospital corners, she called them, though I doubted any hospital had ever seen sheets this thin. I smoothed the bedspread with both palms, pressing out the wrinkles in long flat strokes, and stepped back to look at it.

Clean room. Empty room. A room that held no evidence of the person who’d slept in it the night before. That’s what I was good at. Erasure. Making spaces look like nobody had ever touched them.

I moved on to the bathroom. Bleach for the toilet. Glass cleaner for the mirror. The mirror was the part I didn’t love. Not for any dramatic reason. I wasn’t avoiding my own face or falling apart at my reflection. I just didn’t care for the way the light in room six’s bathroom caught the circles under my eyes and made me look like a woman who hadn’t slept well in years, which I was, but I didn’t need a visual reminder every forty-five minutes.

I sprayed the mirror. Wiped it in circles. Let the ammonia sting my nostrils because the sting was part of the routine and the routine was the architecture of my entire life and I was not going to skip a step because skipping a step is how things start to slide and once things start to slide I don’t know where they stop.

I was on the floor. I was checking the base of the toilet for the calcium deposits Drey was convinced were a sign of a larger plumbing failure. I was on my hands and knees with a scrub brush, listening to Stevie Nicks bleed through the wall, smelling bleach, feeling the grit of old grout under my knees.

This was my life. I chose it. I chose it the way you choose a hiding spot during a game you never agreed to play. Not because it’s good. Because it’s low. Because nobody would look here.

The fog hadn’t lifted in three days. Not unusual for Caldon in November. The coast did what it wanted and mostly what it wanted was to disappear itself behind a gray that tasted like salt and smelled like diesel. You could hear the ocean but you couldn’t see it. You could feel the damp in every surface, every fabric, every hinge that stuck and every door that swelled in its frame. The fog didn’t visit Caldon. It moved in. It put its feet up.

I finished the toilet. I checked my watch. 9:03. Ahead of schedule by six minutes. That felt good. Small and stupid and good.

I gathered the used towels into the laundry bag and carried it out to the cart in the walkway. The cart was older than me, metal frame, one wheel that pulled to the left like it was trying to escape. I stacked the towel bag in the lower rack, rearranged the cleaning supplies on the top shelf, and stood there for a moment in the breezeway looking at nothing in particular.

The fog was thick enough that I couldn’t see the road. I could see the parking lot. Drey’s truck. The ice machine that only worked on days with odd-numbered dates, which we’d both stopped questioning. The gutter along the roofline dripping in a rhythm that almost sounded intentional, like the motel was keeping time.

I should have gone to nine. Drey asked me to go to nine. The faucet seal in nine was probably fine because faucet seals are almost always fine and Drey hears phantom leaks the way some people hear phantom phone rings. But going to nine was the next step and I liked next steps and I was about to push the cart in that direction when I heard the gravel.

Footsteps. Not Drey’s. Drey’s sandals have a specific sound, a flat slap-shuffle that I could identify from fifty yards in the dark. These were heavier. A steady, unhurried crunch. Someone walking across the lot toward the front office.

I didn’t look up right away. Guests arrived. That’s what motels are for. People come, stay, leave. I’d watched it happen hundreds of times from this exact spot, from behind the cart, from the breezeway. It meant nothing. A person walking toward the front desk is the most ordinary thing that can happen in a motel and I should know because I had built my entire existence on ordinary things.

I looked up.

The fog was doing that thing where it makes shapes imprecise. Outlines soft. Edges borrowed. He was a silhouette first, which is all anyone is at that distance in that weather. Tall. Not wide. Moving with the kind of patience that doesn’t come from being relaxed. It comes from being used to not rushing. From having had time taken away and learning that the time you have left isn’t worth wasting on speed.

I didn’t know that then. I’m telling you what I know now. Then, in the moment, all I saw was a man carrying a duffel bag walking across a parking lot.

The bag was olive green. Old canvas. The kind of bag that doesn’t come from a store anymore, the kind you find at surplus shops or inherit from someone who didn’t come back from somewhere. He carried it by the strap, not on his shoulder. It hung at his side and swayed slightly with each step and I watched it the way you watch something that doesn’t matter because watching something that doesn’t matter is safe.

He passed the ice machine. He walked under the awning. He stopped at the front desk window and I heard his voice for the first time. Not the words. The texture. Low. Unrushed. The kind of voice that doesn’t project because it’s never had to compete with other voices. It just exists at its own volume and you either lean in or you don’t hear it.

Drey’s voice came back, louder, because Drey doesn’t adjust for anyone.

“Weekly starts at three-twenty. Cash or card. Checkout’s at eleven. No smoking in the rooms, there’s an ashtray by the ice machine if you need it, and don’t leave food out because the raccoons here will open a door handle, I’m not joking, I’ve seen it.”

His voice again. I couldn’t make out the response. Just the sound of it. Just the register.

I should have gone to nine. I should have pushed the cart down the walkway and dealt with the faucet seal and let Drey handle the check-in because Drey handles every check-in because that is her job and this is mine and the division is the structure and the structure is the thing that keeps me upright.

But I didn’t go to nine.

I stood at the cart and I watched him sign the register through the office window. Drey kept a paper register even though she also had a computer because, in her words, “computers forget and paper doesn’t.” So every guest signed in with a pen, on a line, in a book that went back eleven years.

He reached for the pen. He wrote.

I saw his hands.

I don’t know how to explain this without it sounding like something it wasn’t. I didn’t recognize him. I didn’t know his face, which I still couldn’t see clearly through the fog and the glass and the angle. I didn’t know his body, the height of him, the way he stood. None of that was familiar because I’d never seen any of it before.

But his hands. The way his fingers held the pen. The angle of his wrist. The deliberate, almost architectural way he formed the letters. Not fast. Not slow. Certain. Each stroke completed before the next one began. No scrawl. No shortcuts. Writing like it mattered. Writing like he’d learned that the only things worth doing were the things you did with intention.

I knew that handwriting.

I knew it the way you know a song you haven’t heard in years but could hum in your sleep. I knew it from the curve of the d and the hard angle of the t and the way the crossbar always sat slightly above center, not out of carelessness but out of some private preference that I’d once spent an entire evening trying to decode.

I knew it from sixty-three letters.

I knew it from the return address stamps that were always slightly crooked, pressed into the envelope with a thumb that left a ridge I could feel when I ran my finger across the paper.

I knew it from the margins where he wrote notes that didn’t belong in the body of the letter, small observations that were too minor to be sentences but too true to be left out. Things like the lights here buzz at a frequency that sounds like B-flat and I counted the ceiling tiles again today, still 127, still not sure about the half tile by the vent.

I knew his handwriting before I knew his voice. Before I knew his face. Before I knew the sound of his footsteps on gravel.

The luggage tag. That’s what I was looking at. The canvas duffel was sitting on the counter now and the tag was facing me and even through the fog and the glass I could see the letters, careful and certain and unmistakable. I couldn’t read the name from that distance. I didn’t need to. I could read the letters themselves, the shapes of them, the architecture, and that was enough.

That was too much.

Drey was handing him a key. One of the actual metal keys, not a card, because The Gull didn’t have card locks and never would because Drey considered electronic locks a personal betrayal by the hospitality industry. He took the key. He picked up the bag. He turned toward the walkway and for one half-second his face was aimed in my direction and the fog thinned just enough for me to see that he was younger than I expected and older than he should have been and his jaw had a scar on it that hadn’t been there before, or hadn’t existed in any version of him I’d built in my head, which was the only version I’d ever had.

I don’t know if he saw me. I don’t know if the fog was thick enough to keep me hidden or if I was just another shape in a breezeway, a woman in a gray sweatshirt standing behind a cleaning cart, unremarkable, invisible, the way I’d designed myself to be.

He turned and walked down the lot toward whichever room Drey had given him. I listened to his footsteps get quieter. The gravel shifting under his weight. The duffel bag brushing against his leg.

I finished room six.

I want you to understand that. I didn’t drop the scrub brush. I didn’t run. I didn’t press my back against the wall and gasp. I finished room six. I returned the cart to the storage alcove next to the laundry room. I checked the supply levels. I made a mental note that we were low on the small shampoo bottles, the ones Drey ordered in bulk from a website that shipped from Portland and always sent one box fewer than she paid for. I wiped my hands on my jeans. I walked to my unit at the back of the motel, the last door on the left, the one with the salt-eaten frame and the deadbolt Drey installed after I moved in because I asked for it and she didn’t ask why.

I unlocked the door. I walked in. I locked it behind me.

I sat on the floor.

Not against the wall. Not on the bed. The floor. The carpet that was the same carpet as every other room in The Gull, thin and brown and industrial. I sat down the way you sit when your legs decide before your brain does. My back found the base of the bed frame. My knees came up. My hands went to my thighs and pressed flat.

I was breathing wrong. I knew I was breathing wrong because I could hear it. When you breathe correctly, you don’t hear yourself do it. Breathing is supposed to be the thing that happens underneath everything else, the engine running while you’re busy looking at the dashboard. But I could hear mine. Short. High in my chest. Not enough air getting past my throat, like my throat had decided unilaterally to narrow the passage.

I didn’t cry.

I want you to know that too. I didn’t cry. I hadn’t cried in two years. Not since the last letter, not since the silence started, not since I closed that door and decided that the woman who wrote those things and felt those things and meant those things was someone I was finished being.

I sat on the floor and I looked at the bathroom and I started counting tiles.

White. Square. Four-inch tiles with gray grout. One was cracked in the bottom left corner, a single fracture line running diagonally from edge to edge. I’d noticed the crack my first week in the unit and thought about mentioning it to Drey and then didn’t because the crack wasn’t getting worse and some things that are broken are stable in their brokenness and fixing them would just mean breaking them in a new way.

One. Two. Three. Four.

My hands were shaking. Not visibly. Not the kind of shaking you could see across a room. The kind that lives inside the muscle, a vibration under the skin, the body doing something the mind hasn’t authorized.

Five. Six. Seven. Eight.

He was here. In this motel. In a room with the same carpet and the same flickering lights and the same salt-damaged window frames. He was somewhere on the other side of these walls, unpacking an olive duffel bag, looking at a room that was identical to the one I was sitting on the floor of.

Nine. Ten. Eleven.

The pen. The way he held the pen. I could still see it. The deliberate grip, the angle, the patience. I’d imagined those hands a thousand times. Not in any way I’d ever admit. Not romantically, not at first, not for a long time. I imagined them the way you imagine the hands of someone whose words you’ve held. You see the handwriting and you reverse-engineer the person. The steadiness. The pressure. The places where the ink got thicker because he paused, because he was choosing the next word, because he cared about choosing the next word.

I built him out of penmanship. Out of vocabulary. Out of the weight and shape of his sentences. I built a person who existed only in the space between his margins and mine.

And now he was in room, what. Seven. Twelve. Whatever Drey had given him. He was here and he was real and he had a scar on his jaw and hands I recognized and a voice I didn’t and he’d asked for the weekly rate, which meant he was not passing through. Which meant seven days. At minimum. Seven days in the same motel, the same lot, the same thin-walled building where I could hear the faucets through the plaster.

Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen.

I pressed my palms harder into my thighs. The pressure helped. Not a lot. Enough. Enough to feel the bones under the muscle, the solidity of my own body, the fact that I was a physical object sitting on a physical floor and not just a panic response wearing a sweatshirt.

Fifteen. Sixteen.

Drey would want me to finish the rooms. Drey would notice I hadn’t done nine. Drey would come looking, eventually, and she’d knock on my door and say girl, what are you doing in there and I’d have to say something and the something would have to be convincing because Drey reads lies the way she reads water bills, with an accountant’s eye for discrepancy.

I’d tell her I had a headache. That was easy. That was small. Drey would bring me aspirin and water and stand in the doorway for thirty seconds too long, looking at me with that expression she has, the one that says I know this isn’t about a headache but I’m going to let you have it because pushing you never works and I learned that the hard way.

Seventeen. Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty.

My breathing was slowing down. Not because I was calming down. Because my body got tired of the alternative. You can only breathe wrong for so long before the system overrides you, before the animal part of your brain gets bored of your crisis and goes back to the business of keeping your lungs operational.

Twenty-one. Twenty-two.

I didn’t call anyone. There was no one to call. The only person who knew about the letters was me. The only person who knew what they meant was him. And the coordinator whose number was disconnected and the program that no longer existed and the version of myself who started all of this, who signed up for a volunteer literacy program at the community college because she wanted to feel useful without being seen, because writing to a stranger felt safe, because paper is patient and ink doesn’t flinch and you can be anyone you want in a letter as long as you never have to stand in the same parking lot as the person who received it.

I counted tiles until my hands stopped shaking. It took a while. I lost count twice and started over. I didn’t mind starting over. Starting over was familiar. Starting over was the skill I’d built my entire life around.

When my hands were steady I stood up. I went to the bathroom. I turned on the faucet and washed my face with water so cold it felt like a correction. I dried my face with a towel I’d washed myself two days ago. I looked at the mirror. The circles under my eyes. The bleach smell still on my fingers.

I looked like a woman who cleaned motel rooms. I looked like nobody.

I turned off the faucet. I listened. Through the wall, through the plaster, through the fog, through everything I’d built between myself and the world, I listened for some evidence that the last twenty minutes had actually happened. Footsteps. A door closing. The sound of a duffel bag being set down on a bed I’d probably made last Tuesday with these same hands.

I heard nothing.

That should have been a relief. It was the opposite. Because nothing is what I’d had for three years. Nothing was the whole arrangement. And now nothing had a crack in it, a single fracture line running diagonally from edge to edge, and I knew from the tile in the bathroom that some cracks don’t get worse but I also knew, standing there with my wet face and my steady hands and my quiet room, that this was not that kind of crack.

This was the kind that changes the shape of the thing it runs through.

I sat on the bed. I folded my hands in my lap. I waited for something I couldn’t name and didn’t want.

Outside, the fog held.
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Two days is not a long time. People lose two days to a cold, to a weekend, to a Netflix series they’re not even enjoying but can’t stop watching because stopping would mean choosing to do something else and choosing requires energy they don’t have. Two days is nothing. Two days is a rounding error in a life.

Unless you’re counting.

I was counting.

Wednesday I cleaned rooms fourteen, fifteen, and the storage unit Drey had been threatening to organize since March. I stayed on the back side of the motel, the side that faced the hill and the scrub brush and the drainage ditch that smelled like rust when it rained. No view of the parking lot. No view of the front office. No view of anything except the backside of a building I’d been hiding inside for three years, which from the outside looked exactly as tired and forgettable as it did from within.

Drey didn’t assign me to the back. I assigned myself. But Drey noticed, the way Drey notices everything, which is silently and completely and with a cataloguing system more efficient than anything she runs on the motel’s computer, which she barely uses anyway.

She didn’t say anything Wednesday morning. She let me take the master key for the back units and watched me walk the long way around the building, past the laundry room and the utility closet and the patch of gravel where she kept the recycling bins. I could feel her watching. Drey’s attention has a physical quality, like standing too close to a space heater. You don’t have to look at it to know it’s pointed at you.

Wednesday was fine. Wednesday I cleaned three rooms and scrubbed the utility closet floor and reorganized the supply shelf so that the bleach was on the left and the glass cleaner was on the right and the small shampoo bottles were lined up in rows of eight, which is a number that has no significance except that it divides evenly and even divisions are calming in a way I’ve never bothered to explain to anyone because explaining it would require admitting that I need to be calmed.

Wednesday I didn’t hear his footsteps once.

That should have been the end of it. He was a guest. Guests exist in their rooms and in the parking lot and sometimes at the vending machine and occasionally at the front desk when something breaks or they need extra towels. You don’t interact with every guest. You clean around them. You exist in the negative space of their stay. That’s the job. That’s what I was good at.

Thursday was different.

Thursday I woke up at 5:40, which was twenty minutes before my alarm, and I lay in bed with my eyes open and listened. I don’t know what I was listening for. That’s not true. I know exactly what I was listening for. I was listening for evidence that he was real, that Tuesday had actually happened, that I hadn’t invented a man with a duffel bag and familiar handwriting out of bleach fumes and sleep deprivation and whatever else happens to a person who spends three years cleaning rooms and counting tiles and talking to nobody except her aunt and the occasional raccoon.

At 5:52 I heard gravel.

Footsteps. Not Drey’s. Moving across the front lot, past the ice machine. A steady rhythm. Not fast. Not wandering. The walk of someone who knew where he was going and was in no rush to get there, which is either confidence or the particular patience of someone who learned that hurrying doesn’t change the outcome.

I was at the window before I made the decision to go to the window. The curtain in my unit is thin, a beige polyester blend that lets in light and outlines but not detail. I stood behind it and looked through the fabric the way you look through water, everything soft and approximate and deniable. If anyone asked, I was checking the weather. If anyone asked, I was looking at the parking lot for maintenance reasons. If anyone asked.

Nobody was going to ask.

He was walking toward the road. I could see the shape of him through the curtain, the height, the unhurried stride, the absence of the duffel bag, which meant he’d left it in his room, which meant he was coming back. He wore a dark jacket. No hood. His head was bare in the fog and his hair was short and the fog touched it and I could see the damp on him even from this distance, even through polyester, even through every barrier I’d placed between myself and the world outside this room.

He reached the edge of the lot and turned right, toward town, and disappeared into the gray.

I stood at the window for another full minute after he was gone. Then I stepped back and pressed my palms against my face and said a word that I try not to say and that Drey would have approved of under the circumstances.

This was a problem.

Not him. Me. The window. The listening. The way my feet had carried me across the room before my brain had filed the paperwork. I had systems. I had routines. I had three years of careful, deliberate blankness designed to keep me from doing exactly what I’d just done, which was stand at a window at 5:52 in the morning and watch a man walk into fog like he was the most important thing happening on the entire coast of Oregon.

He was a guest. He was a guest who paid cash and asked for the weekly rate and had handwriting I recognized. That was all. That was the full inventory of facts. Everything else, the listening, the window, the way my body moved toward him without consulting me, that was old machinery grinding back to life, pistons and gears that I thought I’d dismantled turning over like they’d just been waiting for the right ignition.

I got dressed. I brushed my teeth. I made my bed with hospital corners so tight Drey herself couldn’t have faulted them. I ate half a granola bar standing over the kitchen sink because eating while standing means you’re busy, it means the food is fuel not comfort, it means you’re a person in motion even when you’re not moving.

I went to work.

Thursday’s assignment was rooms eight, ten, and the laundry. Drey had written it on the whiteboard behind the front desk in her blocky capital letters, the ones that look like they’re shouting even when the content is mundane. MAREN: 8, 10, LAUNDRY. Below it, in smaller letters: CHECK ICE MACHINE. AGAIN.

All back units. No front rooms. No reason to cross the lot.

I stood at the whiteboard and looked at it and understood that this was not my schedule. This was Drey’s decision. She’d reassigned me without discussing it, without asking, without making it a conversation. She’d simply moved me out of the front of the motel the way you move a piece of furniture away from a draft. Quietly. Practically. Without acknowledging that a draft exists.

“Ice machine’s been making that sound again,” Drey said from behind the desk. She was sorting receipts. She didn’t look up. “Like a cat in a dryer.”

“You’ve never put a cat in a dryer.”

“I’ve imagined it.”

“That’s disturbing, Drey.”

“The ice machine is disturbing. Go check it.”

I checked it. The ice machine was in the front lot, next to the office, which meant crossing the parking lot, which meant being visible, which meant Drey’s carefully constructed back-unit assignment had one deliberate exception. A test. Or a kindness. With Drey they were sometimes the same thing.

The lot was empty. His room, whichever one it was, had its curtain drawn. I walked to the ice machine, opened the side panel, looked at the compressor, closed the side panel. The sound was the same sound it always made. The ice machine was not broken. The ice machine was old and loud and resentful of its purpose, which I understood on a level I didn’t find amusing.

I went back to the rear of the building. I cleaned room eight. I cleaned room ten. I did the laundry, which meant three hours in a room that smelled like detergent and heat and the particular staleness of fabric that has been washed too many times in water that isn’t quite hot enough. I folded towels. I folded sheets. I matched pillowcases. The repetition was good. Folding is the closest thing I have to meditation, the mindless precision of it, the clean edges and even stacks.

At noon Drey brought me a sandwich. Turkey and mustard on white bread, cut diagonally, which is the way Drey cuts sandwiches for people she loves and straight across for people she tolerates. She set it on the folding table next to the dryer and leaned against the doorframe with her arms crossed.

“New guest in seven seems settled,” she said.

Room seven. Now I knew.

“Quiet type,” she continued. “Didn’t ask about the Wi-Fi password, which is either a good sign or means he’s a serial killer. In my experience people who don’t need the internet are either enlightened or dangerous.”

“Or maybe his phone has data.”

“Maybe.” Drey picked a piece of lint off her sleeve. She examined it like it contained information. “Paid cash for the whole week. Who pays cash anymore? My mother paid cash. My mother also kept money in a coffee can under the sink, so I’m not sure that’s the standard we want to aspire to.”

I didn’t say anything. I was folding a fitted sheet, which is an activity that requires your full attention if you want the corners to cooperate, and I was giving it my full attention, all of it, every scrap of focus I had available, because focus on the fitted sheet meant I didn’t have to figure out what to do with my face while Drey talked about the man in room seven.

“Polite, though,” Drey said. “Held the door when I was carrying the recycling. Didn’t do that thing men do where they hold the door and then stand there waiting for you to thank them like they invented courtesy. He just held it and kept walking.”

I pressed the folded sheet against my chest and creased the edge with my chin. “That’s nice.”

“It is nice.” Drey was watching me. I could feel it. The space heater effect. “You don’t want to know his name?”

“Why would I want to know his name?”

“Because you’re a human being who lives in this motel and another human being has moved in seven feet from your unit and most people would have at least a passing curiosity.”

“I’m not most people.”

“No,” Drey said. “You’re not.”

She stood there for another ten seconds. I counted. I’d gotten good at counting seconds the way other people are good at reading clocks. Internal metronome. Ten seconds of Drey standing in the doorframe, arms crossed, watching me fold a sheet I’d already folded.

Then she pushed off the frame and walked back toward the front desk. Her sandals slapped the concrete. Fleetwood Mac started up again. She was still irritated.

I finished the laundry.

That night I lay in bed and listened to the motel settle. Old buildings talk. Not in any mystical way. In the way of pipes expanding, wood shrinking, the foundation adjusting to temperature changes that it’s been adjusting to for thirty years. I knew every sound The Gull made. The creak in the walkway outside room twelve. The hum of the water heater between two and four a.m. The way the wind hit the eastern wall and made the siding vibrate at a frequency you could feel in your molars if you were lying still enough.

I was lying still enough.

Through the wall, through the plaster and the insulation and the sixty years of paint and repair and neglect that made up the bones of this building, I could hear room seven.

Not him. Not specifically. I couldn’t hear his breathing or his movements or anything that personal. I could hear the faucet turn on at 10:17. I could hear the bathroom fan, which made the same dying-animal sound in every room. I could hear the faucet turn off at 10:21. Four minutes. A four-minute faucet run. Teeth brushing, face washing, or just standing at the sink the way I sometimes stood at the sink, letting the water run because the sound of running water is a sound that asks nothing of you.

The light in his room went off at 10:34. I knew because my curtain, the thin beige polyester, showed the difference. A faint glow from the direction of room seven, and then the absence of it. The parking lot went darker by one degree. One unit’s worth of light, subtracted.

I stared at the ceiling.

The ceiling in my unit had forty-three tiles. Not 127, not like the ceiling he’d described in letter number thirty-one, the one where he wrote about counting the tiles so many times he’d given them names, starting with the one directly above his bed, which he called Margaret because it had a water stain that looked like a woman carrying a bag. He said Margaret was his favorite because she looked like she was going somewhere, which was more than he could say for himself.

I’d laughed when I read that letter. Sitting cross-legged on this same bed, in this same room, holding a piece of paper that smelled like institutional soap and something else, something metallic and flat that I later learned was just the smell of the processing facility’s outgoing mail room. I laughed and then I wrote back about my own ceiling tiles and how I’d never counted them but now I would and how giving them names seemed like either a sign of remarkable imagination or total psychological collapse and either way I respected it.

That was letter thirty-one. I wrote back the same night I received it. I didn’t always write back the same night. Sometimes I waited. Sometimes I held the letter for a few days, rereading it, sitting with it, letting the words settle into some part of me that I didn’t examine too closely because examining it would mean naming it and naming it would mean admitting that a volunteer literacy program had become something the program coordinators had not intended and I had not planned for.

But letter thirty-one I answered immediately. Because he was funny. Because he named a ceiling tile Margaret. Because the loneliness in that letter was so specific and so wry and so carefully disguised as humor that I recognized it the way you recognize your own handwriting, without thinking, without effort, with the awful clarity of seeing yourself in someone else’s words.

I turned over in bed. I faced the wall. The wall between my unit and room seven. Six inches of plaster and wood and decades. On the other side of it, a man I’d known for nineteen months and never seen was sleeping in a bed I’d probably made.

I pressed my hand flat against the wall. I don’t know why. I pulled it back. I pressed it again. The plaster was cool. Slightly damp, because everything in Caldon is slightly damp. I held my hand there for a count of five and then I pulled it away and put it under my pillow and closed my eyes.

I did not sleep.

At 6:03 the gravel started again. His footsteps, the same unhurried crunch, crossing the lot. Same direction. Same pace. I did not go to the window. I stayed in bed and listened to the sound of him leaving and I counted the steps until they faded and I got to twenty-seven before the fog swallowed them.

I got up. I got dressed. I looked at the whiteboard. MAREN: 14, 15, BACK STORAGE. Drey had kept me in the rear of the building without being asked, without discussion, without even a note acknowledging that the assignment pattern had changed. She’d simply adjusted. The way Drey adjusts to everything. Not by talking about it. By rearranging the furniture so the draft doesn’t reach you.

I stood at the whiteboard and felt something I didn’t want to feel, which was gratitude and guilt in equal measure, because Drey was protecting me from something she didn’t understand and I was letting her and the letting was its own kind of lie.

“You look tired,” Drey said. She was at the front desk, reorganizing the key hooks. She had a system for the key hooks that she changed every three months and that only she understood.

“I’m fine.”

“You look like you slept in a washing machine.”

“Thank you, Drey.”

“I’m just observing. It’s my motel. I observe.”

I picked up the key for fourteen and walked toward the back of the building. Drey’s voice followed me down the hallway.

“He asked about the town this morning. The guest in seven. Asked where to get coffee. I told him Barrow’s on Main. Told him to skip the espresso because Barrow’s espresso tastes like a tire fire but the drip coffee’s decent if you don’t think about it too hard.”

I stopped walking. I didn’t turn around.

“He said thank you,” Drey continued. “Twice. Who says thank you twice for a coffee recommendation? Either he’s the politest man on the Pacific coast or he’s not used to people helping him with small things.”

I started walking again.

“Maren.”

I stopped.

“You’re not going to say anything about this? About any of this?”

I turned around. Drey was standing behind the desk with a key in each hand, holding them like small weapons. Her face was the face she makes when she’s trying not to ask a question directly, which looks exactly like someone trying not to ask a question directly. Jaw tight. Eyebrows up. The universal face of a woman who raised you and knows you and is watching you do something she doesn’t like but hasn’t figured out how to name.

“About what?” I said.

“About the fact that you’ve been hiding in the back of my motel for two days like a cat that heard a vacuum cleaner.”

“I’m not hiding.”

“Girl.”

One word. That one word. She called me girl when she was worried and Maren when she was scared and the fact that she was at girl meant she hadn’t decided yet how bad this was, which meant I still had time to build a version of events she’d accept.

“I like the back units,” I said. “It’s quieter.”

“It’s quieter because there’s nothing back there except a ditch and a hill and the ghost of every possum that’s ever died under the building.”

“I like possums.”

“You don’t like possums. Nobody likes possums. Possums are nature’s mistake and I won’t be told otherwise.” Drey put the keys on the hooks. Wrong hooks, probably. She’d move them later. “You don’t have to tell me. You never have to tell me anything. I’ve made my peace with that. But I need you to know that I see you not telling me and I’m choosing to let it go and that choice is costing me something, so maybe take that into account next time you feel like pretending everything’s fine.”

She turned back to her desk. Gospel music came on. Not classic rock. Gospel.

She was scared.

I went to the back units. I cleaned room fourteen. I scrubbed the bathroom in fifteen. I reorganized the back storage for the second time in three days, moving boxes that didn’t need to be moved, wiping shelves that were already clean. I kept my hands busy because busy hands can’t shake and steady hands mean a steady person and I needed, more than anything, to be a steady person.

At 4:15 I was walking from the storage room to my unit when I heard the gravel again. Returning footsteps. I was in the breezeway, the same breezeway where I’d first heard him two days ago. There was no reason for me to be in the front breezeway. I’d taken a wrong turn. I’d gone left instead of right, which doesn’t happen, which has never happened in three years of navigating a building I could walk through blindfolded.

I went left instead of right and there he was, crossing the lot, coming back from wherever he went each morning. The fog was thinner than Tuesday, which meant I could see more of him. The jacket. The short hair, darker when wet. The way he walked, that patience in his stride that I now recognized not as confidence but as conservation. Moving like someone who’d learned that the distance between where you are and where you’re going doesn’t change no matter how fast you cover it.

He was carrying a paper bag from Barrow’s. He’d taken Drey’s recommendation.

I stood in the breezeway. He crossed the lot. There was a distance of maybe forty feet between us and I could feel every inch of it the way you feel altitude. Thin air. Pressure change. The awareness that the ground is very far below you and looking down would be a mistake.

He reached his door. Room seven. He shifted the coffee bag to his other hand and reached for his key.

I went to my unit. I locked the door. I did not sit on the floor. I did not count tiles. I stood at the curtain and watched his shadow move behind the drawn blinds of room seven and I hated myself for watching and I watched anyway.

The shadow moved from the door to the center of the room. Paused. Moved to the bed. Paused again. I imagined him sitting on the edge of the mattress the way I’d sat on the edge of mine, holding a paper bag, looking at a room that looked like every room in this building, wondering if the woman who lived thirty feet away was someone he’d come a long way to find or someone who had stopped existing the day the letters stopped arriving.

I stepped back from the curtain.

I sat on the bed.

I pressed my hands flat on my thighs.

And I waited for Thursday to end, the way I’d waited for Wednesday, the way I would wait for Friday and Saturday and every other day this week, because waiting was the only thing I could do that didn’t require me to decide what came next, and deciding what came next would mean admitting that Tuesday had changed something that three years of silence and bleach and hospital corners and tile counting had failed to undo.

His light went off at 10:29 that night. Five minutes earlier than the night before. I noticed. I noticed because I was listening. I noticed because I had been listening since he arrived and I would keep listening because my body had apparently decided, without consulting me, without a vote, without so much as a memo, that the sound of him existing on the other side of a wall was the most important information it had ever received.

I lay in the dark. I pressed my hand to the wall. Cool plaster. Slight damp.

I pulled it back.

I didn’t sleep.

The fog held, thick and gray and patient, like it was waiting for something too.
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Friday night I made a mistake.

It was a small mistake. The kind that looks like nothing, like a ordinary decision that any person might make at any time for any reason. I ran out of toothpaste. That’s it. That’s the whole inciting incident. I squeezed the tube and got nothing and stood at the bathroom sink staring at the flattened metal end and thought about the fact that I hadn’t bought toothpaste in three weeks because I hadn’t left the motel property in three weeks because leaving the motel property requires driving into town and driving into town requires interacting with the world and the world is a place I’ve been declining to participate in for a very long time.

But I needed toothpaste. I also needed shampoo, the real kind, not the small bottles Drey ordered in bulk. And I needed something to eat that wasn’t turkey sandwiches or granola bars or the crackers I kept in the nightstand drawer for the nights when my stomach decided at midnight that it had opinions.

The vending machine had crackers. Different crackers. The peanut butter kind, in the orange wrapper, row C, third from the left. I knew the exact position because I’d bought them before, on other nights when the nightstand supply ran low and the walk to the machine felt manageable and the parking lot was dark enough that I could cross it feeling invisible.

It was 9:47 p.m. I’d showered. My hair was wet, which I normally dried before going anywhere, even somewhere as minor as the vending machine, because wet hair feels like being caught undone, unfinished, exposed in a way that clean and dry hair does not. But I was out of crackers and I was hungry and the hunger was louder than the vanity, which tells you something about the state of things.

I put on sweatpants. The gray ones with the bleach stain on the left knee, the ones I would never wear in front of another human being if I had advance notice that another human being would be present. I put on a T-shirt that was too big and too old and had been washed so many times the cotton felt like tissue paper. No bra. No shoes. Flip-flops, the rubber kind that Drey bought in packs of four from the dollar store and left outside every unit in case of midnight emergencies, which in Drey’s worldview included everything from fire to raccoon encounters to exactly this kind of late-night vending run.

I grabbed a dollar bill from the jar on my dresser. The jar was a mason jar with a rusted lid that I kept loose change and small bills in, not as savings but as a system. Vending machine money. Separate from real money. Categorized. Contained.

I unlocked the door. I checked the lot.

Dark. Fog thin enough to see the parking lines but thick enough to blur the edges of the building. Drey’s truck in its usual spot. No lights in the office. Drey went to bed at nine on weeknights and fell asleep to the sound of talk radio, which she called “company” and which I called “a sign that you should get a dog.” The ice machine was humming. The gutter was dripping. The motel was doing its nightly impression of a place where nothing would ever happen again.

Room seven’s light was off.

I noted this. I noted it the way I’d been noting everything about room seven for four days, involuntarily, obsessively, with the detached precision of someone cataloguing data they intend to do absolutely nothing with. Light off. Curtain drawn. No shadow behind the glass. He was either asleep or out or sitting in the dark, which was a thing I did sometimes and which I tried not to imagine him doing because imagining him sitting in the dark in a room that mirrored mine was a kind of intimacy I hadn’t consented to.

I stepped outside. The air was cold and wet and tasted like salt and the fog pressed against my bare arms like a damp hand. I crossed the lot in my dollar-store flip-flops, the rubber slapping against my heels with each step, a sound so undignified it almost made me feel normal. Normal people wear bad shoes to vending machines at ten at night. Normal people have wet hair and bleach-stained sweatpants and a crumpled dollar bill and no particular reason to be afraid of a parking lot.

The vending machine was on the side of the building, tucked into an alcove between the office wall and the ice machine. It was old. The glass front was scratched and the light inside flickered in a way that made the snack packages look like they were breathing. Row A was chips. Row B was candy. Row C was crackers and cookies and one package of trail mix that had been in position C7 since I moved in and that I suspected had achieved a kind of immortality through sheer neglect.

I smoothed the dollar bill against my thigh. The bill was soft from the jar, wrinkled, the kind of worn-out currency that vending machines reject three times before grudgingly accepting on the fourth try. I fed it into the slot. The machine thought about it. Spat it out. I smoothed it again, pressing harder this time, running my thumb along the edges to flatten the creases.

I fed it in again. Rejected.

I pulled the bill out and held it up to the flickering light and pressed it flat against the glass front of the machine and was in the process of feeding it in for the third attempt when I heard him.

Not footsteps this time. Not the gravel. A voice.

“Wren.”

The name landed on my skin like a temperature change. Like stepping from a warm room into January. Every nerve ending I had rearranged itself around the sound of that word, that name, the name I gave him in the first letter because I needed something to sign and my real name felt too large to give a stranger and too dangerous to put on paper that would pass through institutional mail screening.

Wren. I chose it because it was small. Because wrens are common and unremarkable and nobody looks at a wren twice. Because I wanted to be a person who could fit inside a name like that, a person who took up almost no space, who could sit on a wire and go unnoticed and sing only when no one was listening.

He said it the way he wrote. Carefully. With the full weight of the word. Not a question. Not a greeting. A confirmation. Like he’d been carrying the name in his mouth for a long time and was finally setting it down in the air between us to see if it would hold.

I turned around.

He was standing at the edge of the alcove. Not close. Maybe eight feet away. Enough distance that I could see all of him at once, which I hadn’t been able to do before, not through fog, not through curtains, not through the careful angles I’d arranged to avoid exactly this.

He was taller than I’d imagined. I’d imagined him at five-eleven because in letter number forty-two he’d mentioned that the bunks in his unit were six feet long and his feet hung off the end by an inch, and I’d done the math and landed on five-eleven and been satisfied with the precision. But the math was wrong, or the bunk measurements were wrong, or bodies don’t work the way arithmetic says they should, because he was taller than five-eleven. Six-one, maybe. The kind of height that doesn’t announce itself, that you only register when you’re standing in front of it looking up.

The scar on his jaw was new. Or not new. New to me. A thin line, paler than the skin around it, running from just below his left ear to the corner of his chin. It had the smooth, settled look of something that had healed a while ago, something that had been red and then pink and then white and was now just a fact of his face. I didn’t know where it came from. I wanted to know where it came from. I had no right to want that.

He was wearing a dark T-shirt and jeans and no jacket and I thought, with the inappropriate clarity that comes from total panic, that he must be cold. That the fog was sitting on his bare arms the same way it was sitting on mine and that neither of us had dressed for a conversation because neither of us had planned for one.

He smelled like gas station coffee. The burnt kind, the kind that’s been sitting on the warmer for four hours and tastes like a mistake but costs ninety-nine cents and doesn’t require you to interact with a barista. And underneath the coffee, soap. Not good soap. Motel soap. The small white bars Drey stocked in every bathroom, the ones that smelled like nothing pretending to smell like something, a chemical approximation of clean.

I catalogued these details the way I catalogued water damage. The stain on the ceiling in room nine, two inches from the light fixture, shaped like a hand. The hairline crack in the window of room twelve, upper left corner, spreading at a rate of approximately one millimeter per month. The rust ring on the bathroom counter in fourteen where someone left a can of shaving cream for too long. I catalogued damage. I recorded it. I noted it on Drey’s maintenance list and moved on.

This is what I was doing. Standing at a vending machine with a damp dollar bill, cataloguing a man the way I catalogued rooms. Clinically. Systematically. As if the data could protect me from the experience of being in the same space as him.

He tilted his head. Slightly. The way a person does when they’re adjusting their understanding of something, when the thing in front of them doesn’t match the picture they’d been carrying and they’re deciding whether to update the picture or question the thing. I’d seen dogs do this when they hear a sound they can’t identify. The head tilt of recalibration.

I hadn’t said anything. I realized this the way you realize you’ve been holding your breath, which I also might have been doing. I was standing there, dollar bill in hand, wet hair dripping onto my T-shirt, making dark spots on the fabric that I could feel spreading against my collarbones, and I had not said a single word. Not hello. Not his name. Not “you have the wrong person” or “I don’t know what you’re talking about” or any of the things a normal person might say when a stranger calls them by a name that isn’t theirs.

Except he wasn’t a stranger. And the name wasn’t not mine. It was mine. I made it mine. I signed it sixty-three times at the bottom of sixty-three letters and each time I wrote it I meant it more, until Wren was more real to me than Maren, until the person who wrote those letters felt more alive than the person who cleaned motel rooms, until the name I’d chosen to be small and invisible had become the biggest, most visible thing about me.

He was watching me not speak. He was doing it with a patience that felt structural, like it was built into him, like waiting was something he’d practiced until it became as natural as breathing. He didn’t fill the silence. He didn’t prompt me. He didn’t take a step closer or raise his eyebrows or do any of the things people do when they’re standing across from someone who has gone mute. He just stood there, at the edge of the alcove, with the vending machine light flickering between us, and waited.

The dollar bill was getting damp. My hand, the one holding it, was sweating. I could feel the paper softening between my fingers, the creases going slack, the bill becoming something used and ruined and useless for its original purpose. I was going to destroy a dollar through grip alone. I was going to stand here until the bill dissolved and the vending machine light burned out and the fog swallowed both of us whole.

“You cut your hair,” I said.

That’s what came out. Of all the things I could have said, all the responses available to a woman confronted at ten p.m. by the physical manifestation of nineteen months of letters, I commented on his hair. Which I’d never seen. Which I had no frame of reference for. Which I knew nothing about except that in letter twenty-six he’d mentioned the facility required hair to be kept above the collar and he’d written I used to wear it longer and I miss it the way you miss anything pointless that nobody else would understand missing.

His hair was short. Above the collar. He hadn’t grown it back.

Something happened on his face when I said it. Not a smile. Not recognition. Something closer to a crack in a surface that had been holding steady. A shift. The kind of movement you see in a wall before you see the damage, the settling that tells you the foundation is adjusting to a new weight.

“You know my hair,” he said.

It wasn’t a question.

“Letter twenty-six,” I said. “Above the collar.”

He nodded. Once. Slow. The nod of a man confirming something he already knew but needed to hear outside the confines of his own skull. I understood that need. I’d lived inside it for nineteen months.

“I didn’t know if you’d remember the letters,” he said.

The laugh that came out of me was not a laugh I’d planned. It was short and sharp and it tasted like something metallic, like biting the inside of your cheek, like blood and surprise and the absolute absurdity of a man standing in front of me asking if I remembered the thing that dismantled my entire life.

“I remember the letters,” I said.

He looked at me. Not at my face. At my hands. At the dollar bill I was slowly crushing between my fingers. I became aware, suddenly and completely, of every aspect of my appearance. The wet hair. The braless T-shirt turning transparent where the drips had landed. The sweatpants with the bleach stain. The dollar-store flip-flops. The absence of anything that looked like a woman who had prepared for this moment, because I hadn’t prepared for this moment, because I had spent three years specifically and methodically not preparing for this moment.

“You’re shaking,” he said.

I looked at my hand. He was right. The tremor was there again, the internal vibration, the one that lived underneath the skin and made the surface unreliable. The dollar bill was trembling between my fingers like something alive and frightened.

“I’m cold,” I said.

“You’re not cold.”

“You don’t know what I am.”

The words came out harder than I intended. A door slamming when I’d meant to close it gently. He didn’t flinch. He received the sentence the way a wall receives a thrown object. Absorbed it. Stayed standing. This, too, was something he’d practiced.

The vending machine hummed between us. The fluorescent light inside it buzzed and flickered and cast both of our faces in a pale blue wash that made us look like people photographed underwater. Nothing about this was how I’d imagined it. In the letters, in the privacy of my own construction, I’d built a hundred versions of what it might be like to stand in front of him. None of them took place at a vending machine. None of them included rubber flip-flops. None of them accounted for the fact that the reality of a person is so much louder than the idea of them, so much more demanding, so much harder to hold at the distance required for safety.

“How did you find me?” I asked.

He didn’t answer immediately. The pause wasn’t evasion. It was the pause I recognized from his letters, the space he left between receiving a question and offering a response, the gap where most people fill with filler and he filled with consideration. He thought before he spoke. He thought the way he wrote, with intention, with the awareness that words, once released, don’t come back.

“The postmarks,” he said.

Of course. The postmarks. I’d mailed the letters from the Caldon post office because it was the only post office and driving to another town to mail them would have meant admitting to myself that what I was doing required concealment, which would have meant admitting that what I was doing was not what the program intended, which would have meant stopping, and I did not want to stop. So I mailed them from Caldon and the postmark said Caldon and every envelope I sent was stamped with the name of this town like an address I was too stupid to know I was giving.

“The postmarks gave me the town,” he said. “The town is small. There aren’t many places to stay.”

“So you checked every motel.”

“There are two motels. The one on the highway doesn’t take weekly rates.”

The arithmetic of being found. Simple. Obvious. The kind of trail a person leaves when they’re not trying to hide because they never considered the possibility that someone might follow it. I’d been so careful about the name, so careful about the return address, so careful about the details I shared and the details I withheld, and I’d handed him my location on every envelope without thinking about it.

He took a step closer. Not a large step. Half a step. A redistribution of weight that brought him from eight feet to six and a half. I felt the distance change in my sternum, a tightening, a contraction, as if my ribcage was trying to close around whatever was inside it.

“I didn’t come here to scare you,” he said.

“I’m not scared.”

“Wren.”

He said the name again and this time it hit differently. Not a confirmation. A request. He was asking me to stop performing. He was asking me to put down the version of myself that could stand at a vending machine and pretend this was a normal Friday night encounter between two people who happened to live in the same motel. He was asking, with one word, for the person who wrote the letters. The real one. The one who admitted things on paper that she would choke on if she tried to say them out loud.

I didn’t correct him. I should have. I should have said my name is Maren and watched his face change and reclaimed the boundary between the woman who wrote those letters and the woman standing in front of













































