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The bus pulled away without a farewell. Its brakes sighed, then it was just tail lights slipping toward the bridge and the dark on the other side. The station was a bench, a pole with a schedule in a fogged plastic sleeve, and a vending machine with a “NO QUARTERS” note Scotch-taped over the coin slot. The air smelled like wet metal. Somewhere to the south, a freight horn tested the night and waited for no one.

Rae stood under the tin canopy with her backpack on both shoulders and the duffel strap crossed tight. She counted to twenty before moving—long enough for her pulse to find a slower lane. The man in the camo jacket who’d gotten off with her had already disappeared toward the diner. Good. She let her shoulders drop a half inch. Not victory. Just a notch.

She slid her black soft-cover notebook back into the front pocket—comfort object more than plan—and clicked the cheap digital watch to the home screen.

The town smelled like river and diesel and rain on pipes. Far off, the horn called again: freight, not passenger. She told herself she was alone with it and didn’t argue.

The shelter roof dripped in neat, uninterested intervals. A moth worked itself stupid against the glass of the schedule sleeve, then gave up and clung like a thumbprint. Two blocks down, a stoplight changed for nobody. The town had tucked itself in and left a nightlight on.

Riverton had put itself to bed early. Sodium streetlights washed everything the color of weak tea. A pawn shop window stacked used game consoles into a pyramid like a shrine to boredom. The neon OPEN sign buzzed as if it had survived something. Across the street, a diner with a checkerboard floor held four people pretending to be strangers. Up the rise, the courthouse’s white columns watched over a banner that had lost its S: FALL FETIVAL. Someone had tried to fix it with painter’s tape and hope.

Three blocks to the Pinecrest Motel if she cut right by the hardware store. The store’s window had a cardboard “KEYS MADE” sign with a floating apostrophe that looked like it had gotten away from its job. A hand-lettered sheet below listed HOURS in one column and VIBES in another. HOURS had numbers. VIBES said “VARIES.” She felt that, too. She kept walking.

She didn’t swing her head around or measure shadows. She glanced where anyone might: alley mouths, a flicker in a second-story TV, a cat deciding she wasn’t worth the effort. A pickup drifted through a yellow and hissed in satisfaction. Wet leaves stuck to a grate like scales. A laundromat offered DROP-OFF SERVICE on a sign whose “R” had been replaced with a backward “Я,” which made the promise sound more serious than it probably was.

At the corner, a soda machine whirred like it had secrets. Someone had taped a smaller note beside the big “NO QUARTERS” proclamation: CASH ONLY / WE BELIEVE IN YOU. The small-town comedy of that felt like a clean shirt—stiff but familiar.

Pinecrest announced itself with a green blur that said PINE REST every third second, because the C liked to take breaks. Rain turned the lot into a shallow pane of light. The office was a glass door with a taped-on bell button and someone’s neat handwriting: PUSH HARDER. Rae pressed. Nothing. She pressed harder. Somewhere inside, a playing card met a fan and regretted it. Footsteps.

The clerk, nametag labeled EUGENE could have been thirty-eight or fifty. The shirt—PINECREST stitched soft with years—gave him a rank no one argued about. He had the kind of tan you get from walking to the dumpster and back a lot. He studied Rae with the careful friendliness of a person who mostly met problems and rent money.

“Evening,” he said.

“Evening,” she answered.

“Weekly rate’s better,” he offered, like it was a community service.

“That’s what I’m doing. One week.”

“Cash?” He glanced down and up, not suspicious, just completing a checklist his job had written on him.

“If that’s okay.” She set the duffel by her foot, a quiet claim on the space. The bag thumped in that soft way canvas does.

“It’s the most okay.” He fished out a registration card. The pen he handed her had a plastic flower taped to it—anti-theft for things that didn’t deserve to be stolen.

She’d done the same to spoons once. “Name and car if you got one.”

“R. Dalton,” she wrote, letters neat. She left the car line blank.

“ID?” he asked, apologetic and pleased to be official.

“I can leave a deposit.” She laid a hundred on the counter. The bill swam in the neon like it had more story than it did.

“Deposit works.” He made the money vanish the way people who handled bills all day did. “We got cable,” he said to the ceiling. “Goes to forty-two. You only want three.”

“I won’t need it.”

“Well that’s brave.” A quick smile. “Wi-Fi password’s ‘pinecrest1’ if it’s in the mood. It’s more of a hobby than a service.” He slid a key-card toward her. “Room 12. Back row. Park anywhere that isn’t somebody else’s anywhere, and we’re good.”

“You new in town?” he added, trying not to make it a question.

“Passing through,” she said.

“Aren’t we all.” He nodded at his own line. He tapped the bell button from the inside and it made the same pathetic card-in-a-fan noise. “She sings when she wants. If a fire happens and you don’t hear this thing, just shout real loud ‘fire’ and we’ll call it even.”

Rae smiled because it cost nothing. “What time’s checkout on the weekly?” she asked.

“Eleven, unless you need noon, in which case we always said noon.” He reached under the counter and came up with a trifold brochure: RIVERTON VISITOR MAP, home-printed, staples bent. “Want the grand tour? Has two things on it.”

“What two things?”

“‘Diner’ and ‘Pawn.’ We used to have ‘River,’ but someone added ‘Do Not Enter’ with a Sharpie and we didn’t want the liability.” He circled the diner and the pawn shop in a scent of marker that took her back to eighth grade. “The diner’s good if you like eggs. If you don’t like eggs, they have eggs.”

“That simplifies it.”

“We like to keep folks focused.” He peered at the lot through the glass. “You’ll be in the back. Quieter. Front’s for the sign-watchers.”

“Sign-watchers?”

“People who like to guess what PINE REST is trying to tell them. ‘Find the C’ crowd. They sit on the bed and bet whether it’ll flicker before the coffee machine coughs.”

“Who wins?”

“The ice machine. She’s the loudest thing here. Well—aside from Ron in 6. He’s got a laugh that sounds like a chair scooting over tile.”

A shape moved in the reflection—just the green pulse shifting with the drizzle. Still, Rae’s neck warmed. “Do you get many late arrivals?”

“Depends.” He made a small face, the kind that said a complaint had lived too long with him. “Freight folks, sometimes. The courthouse draws a crowd when they’re doing anything with a line in it. People like lines. Tells you where to stand.”

“Right.”

“Anyways,” he added, as if someone had told him to sound like a brochure, “we’re real neighborly. If you need—well, we got muffins.”

“Muffins?”

“In the morning. Individually wrapped, like hospital food but with ambition. Blueberry and Not Blueberry.”

“Sounds official.”

“We try.” He slid the card a fraction closer. “Room 12. If the key fights you, tilt your shoulder a little and think nice thoughts.”

“I’ll try thoughts,” she said.

“Try threats too. Doors here respond to both.”

She took the map, the key-card, and a thin square of paper that was a receipt in spirit, not law, and tucked them into the notebook pocket without making a show of it. She pushed the door with her shoulder and stepped into the night again.

The dome camera above the office blinked twice and went to sleep in a way that looked like choice. She didn’t look up long enough to make it a moment.

The lot was twelve spots and one that looked like hubris. A gray sedan sat under the sign, engine off, windows holding their own reflections. A powder of dust the rain hadn’t bothered with dulled the hood, and the green neon drew a false bruise across it. A laddered pickup and a hatchback with heroic zip ties rounded out the cast. Somewhere in the darkness, something dripped with the steady confidence of a clock that didn’t tell time.

A man leaned against the second-floor railing of the insurance office next door, smoking in a way that said he’d claimed this dripping night as his. He watched the street without seeing it. If his eyes tracked Rae, they did it with the lazy courtesy of someone who lumped all motel people together: travelers, sales, runaways, the crew with the ladder. She lifted her chin the polite amount you lift your chin at strangers in small towns. He gave the same back and looked away.

Rae followed the building’s spine. Doors like notes on a cheap keyboard: 10, 11, 12.

She didn’t step on the painted number. No reason. Habit. She waited, counted down from five for herself, then slid the card. Green. The right kind of click.

Inside, the room was what every room like this wanted to be: beige trying to be kinder than tan, floral bedspread trying to be braver than stains, two chairs that had come here together and lost the ability to sit straight. The TV had a tired tilt.

The microwave was the color of old teeth. A clock blinked 12:00 because time is hard

She shut the door. It liked a little lift before it agreed to latch; once she knew it, it was easy. She set her bags down and stood still long enough to hear the room—AC rasping, mini-fridge thinking about it, the neighbor’s canned laughter working too hard. She slid the deadbolt, dropped the swing bar, and, after a second’s thought, nudged a rubber door wedge from her backpack into place. A tiny black triangle, nothing dramatic. It made her feel less like she’d left something undone.

A muffled voice drifted from the next room—someone arguing with a football game or agreeing with it, hard to tell. The wall laughed and clapped on cue. Rae angled the blinds so the room could keep its secrets. The window latch asked to be checked; she obliged. She unplugged the TV and waited for that small dying hum, mostly for the satisfaction of hearing silence arrive. The remote went into the drawer beside a Gideon Bible and a takeout menu for “China Gäarden” that tried an umlaut it hadn’t earned.

She flicked on the bathroom light. The fan rattled like a handful of screws but kept going. 

She looked behind the shower curtain because everyone does, and finding only a tub and tired soap felt like passing a test with questions you hoped would be easy. A glance at the vent. A peek under the sink. The extra toilet paper roll had a printed flower pattern, as if cheer could be stamped on.

There was a black hair on the edge of the tub, not hers. She lifted it with a square of toilet paper and dropped it in the trash. The mirror had a chip low on the left someone had tried to hide with a folded tissue that made it look like the glass had a napkin tucked into a shirt. 

Up close, she saw the tissue had a lipstick mark that wasn’t hers either. The old world had left a kiss behind.

Back in the room, she loosened the AC’s plastic grill a half turn, then tightened it again, more to feel in control of something than to check anything. She put her palm flat on the unit until the plastic took her heat and gave some back. Present, she told herself. Here is real.

She set out what she had: wallet, phone, small silver recorder she liked for notes, notebook topped by a pen that matched its edge. Her name in blue—Rae Whitaker—faced the table, not her. It could wait.

She opened her phone to see the lack of notifications she was used to.

She opened her sister’s thread and typed: I’m here. Safe. The words looked steady enough in the bubble. She set the phone face down without hitting send.

Shoes off. She left them neatly, not military—just tidy, to be kind to future her.

Socks tucked inside so they wouldn’t go lonely in the morning. She felt the sting of the day loosening its grip a little.

The room had its own smell: cleaner trying to be lemon, old moisture being itself, the faint ghost of cigarettes from a decade ago. She stood by the window and tried the slats with two fingers, turned them until the green outside thinned into lines. She could still guess the shape of the gray sedan under the sign. It felt like looking at a word through a picket fence—still legible if you wanted it enough.

Her phone offered to remember the Wi-Fi. She declined. PINECREST_GUEST, underscore doing its best to sound official. Airplane mode on, then—because old rhythm is hard to ignore—off, then back on. Not counting. Just wanting quiet.

She tried not to think about why she was here and thought about it anyway.

Distance makes everything smaller. That was the whole math. Riverton was a dot between water and rails; dots didn’t have room for every problem to find you at once. She had left because staying had become a bigger noise than going. She had packed because when you start putting things in a bag you see what you actually own. She had chosen a town with a courthouse because paper had turned into air; you could breathe better if you knew where to get some. She had chosen a town with a pawn shop because pawn shops are vertical timelines—you can read what people let go and what they keep.

The last night had been clean at the edges and bad in the middle. Kitchen light too bright. Lemon cleaner loud in her nose. Nathan—her newly made ex—stood in the doorway like it belonged to him.

“Let’s finish the conversation,” he said. That careful-soft voice that always made her bristle.

“I’m getting air,” Rae said. Hand on the chair where her bag was.

Two fingers touched her shoulder—staking, not bruising. “Where are you headed? Why escalate?” He kept the referee tone. “We can be calm.”

The chipped team mug knocked the sink and clattered. He looked at the sink like she’d screamed.

“I don’t want to do this,” she said. “Move, please.”

“I’m right here,” he said, planting on the tile. “I’m being reasonable. Keys are by the chair. Don’t make this into a scene.” Mint on his breath. “If you walk out like this, it only proves my point.”

“I’m leaving.”

He didn’t grab her. He traveled with her—half-step shadow, always there, never quite blocking in a way you could point to. At the door his hand twitched, found the chain instead. Metal plate squealed.

Across the hall a rectangle of light snapped on.

“See?” he said, lower now. “You’ve got the neighbor up. They’ll hear that noise and think it’s you.”

“Move.” Louder.

He put his hands up chest-high, palms open, but didn’t move. “I’m not stopping you. I’m calm. That’s all.”

She reached for her bag. The strap rasped. As she lifted it, the other memory tried to cut in—last month’s wrist, his forearm closing space, the doorframe catching her hip, half-moon dents she covered with makeup, the gouge in the baseboard they both called “moving day.” The picture wanted to sharpen.

No. Not now.

She slid the chain. Opened the door. His weight shifted—a non-step.

Onion-and-glue elevator air met her. The doors met and held. She watched the numbers climb. She didn’t look back.

“You’re in the leaving part now,” she told herself, and let the floor numbers pull her away.

Back in this room: she unlocked her phone and pulled up the saved SafeLine number. Ten minutes. She set the phone on the nightstand and took a breath she didn’t quite trust.

Something scraped outside—a shoe on wet concrete—and kept going. She moved the wedge with her toe the smallest bit forward and felt silly and less silly at the same time.

In the bathroom, she brushed her teeth with a travel tube on its last try. The water tasted like a pipe. Steam climbed the mirror and the word LATER showed up in the fog, one of hers from another night, faint like a promise she hadn’t kept yet. She wiped at it with the heel of her hand and it smeared into nothing. Maybe housekeeping had seen it. Maybe no one had. She could live with either for now.

She pulled the bedspread down and folded back a corner. The sheet felt scratchier than it looked. She sat, feet flat, phone within reach, and placed the call.

The line clicked, a breath of nothing, then a tiny microphone pop, like someone decided to answer, around the 0:04 mark. A voice came on—steady, practiced, kinder than the room.

“SafeLine,” it said. “You’re safe. Take a breath.”

It wasn’t complicated. That was the point. Ten minutes that belonged to basics; a list you could do with your body when your head didn’t want to hear from you. She followed. Four in, hold two, six out. The voice made it sound like you could borrow calm and give it back when you were done.

“Let your shoulders settle,” it said. “Let your jaw soften. There’s nowhere else to be.”

Her shoulders obeyed a little. Her jaw unclenched by degrees. The refrigerator picked a side and stayed on. Footsteps passed along the walkway without slowing. The ice machine down the row coughed and cleared its throat. A laugh track on the other side of a wall misjudged the joke and then apologized by stopping.

“You have done enough for today,” the voice said. “You do not have to decide anything bigger than this minute.”

Rae rested her hand on the bedspread’s ugly flowers and waited for her pulse to climb down from wherever it was living. She thought about the gray sedan under the sign and decided not to picture its license plate. She pictured the diner’s chrome edge instead, a safe, stupid thing to imagine.

The call ended at exactly ten minutes, the way it always did. Her thumb hovered over redial and then fell away. Once was the deal. If she broke her own deals, they’d stop meaning anything. She clicked off the lamp. The dark gathered where it wanted to. The sign outside poured green across the ceiling whenever the C remembered its job.

She lay on her side, facing the door, one hand under the pillow and one on the sheet, a small starfish trying to make contact with something solid. She breathed the way the voice had asked and the way she’d taught herself to remember.

Enough for today, she thought, and let the thought sit.

Sleep arrived like a truck outside shutting off: you didn’t know it was there until it wasn’t.

Her first waking was the clock’s fault. It blinked 12:00 with the confidence of a liar. She stayed still. The AC rasped. The ice machine coughed but with less drama. A car in the lot cranked, failed, cranked again, gave up. Somewhere a door opened and closed in that soft motel way that sounds like an apology.

She almost went to the window to check the sedan and didn’t. Not moving counted, too.

A while later, a freight horn shouldered through, long and certain. Time had passed. She watched the thin strip of light under the door and saw a shadow cross it and be gone. Her heart tripped hard once. She counted to three and heard nothing return but her own breath and someone negotiating ice. The bucket won.

A voice from the walkway drifted by—two words, maybe “yeah, fine”—as if the

night had a phone call and she’d accidentally eavesdropped on the whole town at once. She let her hand slide to the mattress edge and feel the space there. Still her room. Still this bed. She slept again.

Another time, laughter flared next door, the chair-scooting kind Eugene had promised. 

“Ron,” she thought, and surprised herself by smiling. The wall laughed and clapped for itself, then cut the show.

When she woke, the window was lighter. Morning fumbled around for its keys and found them. The blind slats let in green from the sign and turned the room into a fish tank that badly needed a castle ornament. Her phone sat on the table, sleeping. She let it.

She tried the AC, turned it off, then on again, and decided the noise was better than the quiet. She walked the same path she’d walked the night before—not because she needed to test anything, but because greeting a room in the morning is the easiest conversation you can have. She opened the door on the chain. Mist breathed into the gap. Somewhere, bacon met a grill. The dome camera on the walkway hummed for a second like it had just remembered it was supposed to be working and then calmed down.

Eugene crossed the lot with a box of individually wrapped muffins like he was hosting the saddest parade. He spotted her and lifted his chin.

“Morning,” he called. “We’ve got blueberry and Not Blueberry.”

“What’s Not Blueberry?” Rae asked.

“Everything else. Mostly cinnamon. Sometimes surprise.” He tilted the box.

“Coffee’s decent if the pot committed.”

“I’ll risk it.”

He paused, then grinned. “The sign spelled ‘PIN ECREST’ for thirty minutes at three a.m. Thought we had a space program.”

“Did you launch?”

“Budget cut in half.” He held up the box. “Muffin?”

“I’ll grab one after coffee.”

“That’s the spirit.” He started to turn, then pointed at the sedan under the sign.

“That one? Belongs to a guy who collects naps. Shows up, sleeps, leaves. Real achievement.”

“Collects naps?”

“Some folks collect stamps. He collects REM cycles. No harm in it. Better than collecting enemies.” He winked like he’d made a joke that didn’t need an answer and went on toward the office.

Rae looked at the car. Dew beaded the hood in a rash that would fade by noon.

The passenger window had a head-shaped smudge that could have been anyone.

She didn’t try to see past her own reflection in the door’s small glass square. If it was watching, it was watching the girl who was trying to be ordinary.

Across the lot, a man in a safety vest shook out a trash bag and coaxed it into the can like it was a parachute that wanted to be a shirt. “Morning,” he said when he caught her eye.

“Morning.”

“You’re in twelve, yeah?” he asked, like the question had passed through him on its way to the clerk.

“For now,” she said.

“For now,” he echoed, satisfied by the small-town poetry of it, and rolled his cart on.

She closed the door, lifted a little for the latch, and glanced at the wedge. Still there. Still doing what it did, which was mostly making her feel like she’d done one small thing right.

She filled the coffee maker halfway because half felt less like melted plastic. The packet called itself “Gäst Blend,” umlaut doing its best. The coffee tasted like a motel, which is to say it tasted like morning and compromise. On the back of the

Pinecrest receipt she wrote, small enough to forget later: coffee okay. She folded it and slid it under the phone so it wouldn’t go missing, as if it were valuable.

She stood at the window with the cup warming her fingers and watched Riverton wake its way into its shift. A dog trotted past with a leash in its own mouth, pulling a man who had lost an argument he’d started with himself. A woman in a reflective vest speared cans with a long stick and didn’t bother to look at them. A delivery truck idled by the diner and decided to wait until the diner decided otherwise.

Her mind tried to make a list. She let it, then put it away. She thought about her old apartment and didn’t miss it. She thought about her old car and missed the idea more than the payment. She thought about how life had turned into conversations that needed referees who never came home with you. She didn’t write any of that down. It was already written in the space she’d left.

From next door: the chair-scoot laugh again, then the sound of someone opening a drawer carefully, like they were afraid of scaring the drawer. “Everything okay?” a woman’s voice asked, small and kind, like it belonged to a phone.

“Fine,” a man said. “Fine.” The word had that motel-Pledge echo.

She sat again, picked up the recorder she used for notes, then set it down. Too early to start cataloging herself. The phone sat where she’d left it, the SafeLine number still there in recent calls. Ten minutes. A tiny pop around four seconds, like a heartbeat you only notice when it’s not yours.

She rinsed the paper cup and didn’t bother drying it. She opened the door and stuck her head out into the walkway. Damp air, coffee wandering in from somewhere else, the little LED on the hallway camera trying to decide if it was on duty. A man in a ball cap shuffled past with a bag of ice and nodded. “Morning,” he said to the ground.

“Morning,” she returned to the part of him that might have wanted to hear it.

“Weather’s confused,” he added without stopping. “Wants to be November, woke up October.”

“I get that,” Rae said, but he was already past her room and on to the next door in his life.

She slipped her map into her pocket and stepped out. The concrete had a learned slope that sent water toward a drain with the seriousness of a city problem. She locked the door and lifted the handle a touch to help it; the Pinecrest liked cooperation. The wedge she left on the table felt like a small trophy—proof she could take something out and put it back again.

Eugene was propping the office door with his foot and stacking muffins in a formation that said “free” more than it said “breakfast.” He looked up. “If you take the Not Blueberry, you also get a napkin.”

“What do I get with blueberry?”

“Regret. But it’s sweet regret.”

She took a Not Blueberry. The wrapper rustled like medical paper. “You ever fix that bell?” she asked, nodding at the taped button.

“If I fixed it, she’d lose her character.” He glanced past Rae to the gray sedan out under the sign. “Buddy of mine”—he lowered his voice like the car could hear—“sleeps better away from home. Says the walls at his place remember arguments.”

“Do walls do that?”

“Round here they do.” He gave an embarrassed little shrug, like he’d said too much town. 

“Diner still has the cook with the forearm tattoo that looks like a map of Florida if Florida had a bite taken out of it. You can’t miss him.”

“I’ll aim for Florida.”

“Tell Tammy at the counter you’re in back. She’ll treat you like family, and if you don’t want that she’ll treat you like a neighbor, which is the same thing but cheaper.”

Rae tucked the muffin into her jacket pocket like a small animal. “Thanks.”

“Hey,” he added, not quite casual, “if anybody asks at the desk for you—like, if they say your name wrong, or right, or they say ‘the lady in twelve’—you want me to do anything particular?”

He said it like he asked everybody, but there was a crease at the corner of the question that made her stomach notice itself. “If someone’s looking for me,” she said, and put breath into the middle of the sentence, “I’m at breakfast.”

He considered that, then nodded. “Best place to be looked for.” He pointed at a small bowl on the counter. It held key cards like mints. “If your card gets fussy after breakfast, I’ll give you a new one. They like to get demagnetized by pockets. Or by personality. They can sense fear.”

“Good to know.” She didn’t look at the camera over the door. She didn’t look at the sedan. She turned toward the street.

On her way past the hardware store, she slowed at the window. A hand-lettered paper hung crooked: SALE ON DOOR THINGS. Below, a collage of latches and chains and wedges arranged almost tenderly. Somebody in there had lined them up like silverware at a church supper. A bell on the door jangled when a woman with a halo of gray hair emerged with a new plunger and the confidence of someone who had solved a problem. “Morning,” the woman said, as if they were co-conspirators.

“Morning.”

“You staying up at Pinecrest?” the woman asked, like she was trying out a guess to see if it fit.

“For a bit.”

“Tell Eugene to fix that sign. Looks like a crossword puzzle no one finished.”

“I’ll put it on my list,” Rae said, and the woman laughed the kind of laugh that doesn’t worry about who hears.

Rae didn’t take out her phone. She didn’t need a map for three blocks. The sidewalk pitched a little toward the river so your ankles knew where the water was even if your eyes didn’t. A church sign announced FALL BAZAAR / B.Y.O. TABLE / GOD PROVIDES THE CHAIRS. A chalkboard outside the salon read BANG TRIMS $10 / BANG STORIES FREE. The town warmed itself on its own jokes.

She passed a storefront that had been three stores in its life and was currently none. 

Someone had painted a trompe-l’oeil bookcase on the inside wall so it wouldn’t look lonely. 

The titles were fake but well-meaning: HOW TO STAY, HOW TO GO, HOW TO DECIDE. She turned her head away before the glass could try to show her to herself.

At the corner, a patrol car rolled by slow—not creeping, just respecting the weather. The officer inside drank from a lidded cup and looked like he’d been up since the idea of morning. Rae’s body made a small mistake and tightened, and she told it, gently, later. The car kept moving. No lights. No turn of the head. Just a person in a car in a town that had its own gravity.

She reached the diner. The chrome edge out front wore fingerprints of everyone who had ever leaned on it to argue about pie. Inside, the checkerboard floor looked cleaner than it deserved to. A bell over the door announced her in a voice that had no opinions.

“Sit anywhere,” called a woman from behind the counter, the vowels long like she set them out to cool first. Her name tag said TAMMY in letters that didn’t agree on slant. The forearm tattoo on the cook did indeed look like Florida after a bite.

He flipped something that might have been pancakes. The smell said yes.

Rae took the end stool, the one you choose if you want to see the door and pretend that’s not why. The woman slid her a laminated menu that had been proud of itself in 2003 and never looked back.

“What can I get you, sugar?” Tammy asked. “We do eggs, and if you don’t like eggs we do eggs that don’t look like eggs.”

“Coffee,” Rae said. “And the—” She searched the menu for something unambitious.“—toast.”

“White, wheat, rye, or personality?”

“What’s personality?”

“Whatever we got left in the bag.” Tammy’s smile arrived, unforced. “You new in town or just collecting diner experiences?”

“Passing through.”

“Aren’t we all,” Tammy said, beating the clerk to his line by a whole morning.

“Coffee’s not bad. Toast will do its best.”

Rae nodded. Tammy poured. The mug said RIVERTON RIVER RUN 2016 and had a chip on the lip you could avoid if you respected it. The coffee was the kind that didn’t apologize for itself. When Rae lifted the mug, she saw a small note at the base of the napkin holder written in ballpoint: “DON’T BELIEVE THE PIE BOARD.”

The pie board itself promised PECAN and also HOPE. Rae took the napkin note’s advice and didn’t ask.

A man on the stool three down from her said to the TV, “They oughta throw to the tight end,” as if the TV had been waiting for his counsel. The TV, a boxy thing hung high, muttered weather at them. Tammy refilled the man’s cup without asking a question that anyone could answer.

“You staying at the Pinecrest?” Tammy asked Rae, already knowing the answer; the Pinecrest had a look it stamped on people like customs. “The gray sedan’s back. Means Fred slept.”

“Fred?” Rae made the name sound like she might know any Fred.

“Nap collector. Honey, if you ever can’t sleep, you come sit right there under that sign and the boredom will tuck you in.” Tammy looked toward the door, then back. “You from around...?”

“No,” Rae said. Then softer, because no didn’t cover it and she didn’t owe the truth a shape, “Not really anywhere lately.”

“Well,” Tammy said, like she was putting a quilt over the conversation, “we got eggs. That makes a place of any place.”

The cook slid toast onto a plate with the kind of care you give something that fails often. 

“Wheat,” he said, as if reporting on a storm. He set a small square of jelly beside it, grape pretending not to be medicine.

A man in a reflective vest—the can-spearing woman’s partner, maybe—took a seat at a booth and unfolded a newspaper with exaggerated reverence. “FESTIVAL LOSES S,” he read, deadpan, pointing at the courthouse banner on the front page.

“That’s not news.”

“It is when it’s the county that lost it,” Tammy said. “Put it on the ledger.”

Rae ate the toast. It was exactly what toast knows how to be. The coffee made a small friend of her throat. She watched the door without staring and the mirror behind the bottles without making a game of it. Her mind tried to label strangers—safe, neighbor, witness, phone call—and she shushed it with another sip.

The patrol car rolled past again in the window’s reflection. Tammy, unbothered, flicked on the pie case light and immediately flicked it off again like she’d remembered the napkin note and sided with it. “We display our intentions, not our desserts,” she said to no one in particular.

A bell dinged in the kitchen that didn’t belong to any order Rae could see. The cook looked at the griddle like it had confided in him, then at Tammy, then shrugged a shrug that involved his whole life.

“Does the courthouse open early?” Rae asked, casual against the rim of the mug.

“Opens when Denise unlocks it,” Tammy said. “And Denise unlocks it when her coffee tells her the truth. Which is about eight-thirtyish-ish. You need to pay a ticket or start an argument?”

“Just errands,” Rae said.

“Best kind.” Tammy refilled without comment. The mug warmed Rae’s hands again, told them they had something to do that wasn’t clenching.

A couple came in, arguing gently about whether they had time for breakfast before real life. 

They chose a booth like choosing a side in a small war. Tammy brought menus and the argument surrendered to pancakes.

When Rae slid bills under the mug, Tammy pushed a small punch card toward her, the kind with ten bubbles and the promise of the eleventh being free. Someone had already marked two. The pen strokes weren’t hers.

“I think this is—” Rae began.

“Probably someone else’s,” Tammy said. “Or probably yours. People leave things here so they have a reason to come back. Either way, you bring it next time and I’ll pretend you’re closer to free than you are.”

“Kind of you,” Rae said.

“Selfish of me,” Tammy corrected. “I like seeing who the town brings in. That’s the only TV worth watching.” She tapped the card once. “You’ll want to cut back behind the courthouse if you’re walking. The sidewalk thinks it’s a rumor otherwise.”

“Thanks.”

“Don’t believe the pie board,” Tammy added, conspiratorial. “But if you do, don’t

tell the board. It’s sensitive.”

Outside, the day had found its color. The gray in the sky had become a decision: not rain, but not not rain. The green sign at the Pinecrest announced PINE REST like it wanted to be believed. The gray sedan under it stayed put, dew still trying to make a point.

Rae walked slow enough not to look like she was timing anything. The courthouse steps had a new chalk drawing at the base: a hopscotch grid that ended in a box labeled LATER. 

The chalk had smeared in the damp and left a pale blue sadness on the concrete. A man in a tie stood under the columns and checked his phone with the gravity of a surgeon and the shoes of a mailman. He didn’t see her.

On the way back toward the motel, a boy on a bike coasted beside her for half a block. “You staying there?” he asked, chin jutting at the Pinecrest like it owed him.

“For a bit,” she said.

Hector says it’s haunted,” the boy reported, as though reading the weather. “Room 7. A TV turns on by itself.”

“Does it?”

“Depends who you ask.” He smiled a missing tooth and coasted ahead, then circled back. “You got a dog?”

“No.”

“You look like you would.” Compliment, accusation, prophecy—he left it there and pedaled off before she could pick.

The motel office door stood open; the bell didn’t try to sing. Eugene had switched the muffin box for a tip jar that said COLLEGE FUND in Sharpie, then, in smaller letters, NOT MINE, and then, below that, MAYBE MINE. He was on the phone. “No, sir,” he was saying, voice going flatter to fit through the line. “We don’t keep records like—well, we keep records, I’m not saying we don’t, but I’m not at liberty to—yes, you can come by. Nine to five.” He glanced up as Rae passed and put a hand over the receiver. “How was the coffee?”

“Could be worse,” Rae said.

He gave a thumb of victory. Into the phone, he said, “Yes, sir. I’ll be here.” He hung up and made a face like he’d eaten a lemon out of politeness. “Parking,” he told her, before she could wonder. “Guy wants to know if he can leave a boat trailer overnight. People forget the river’s right there and then remember real sudden.”

“Memories do that,” Rae said. Her stomach did its small mistake again and she told it, later. She kept walking.

At her door, the key card needed a second try. She held it up to the light like that could teach it manners, then slid it again. Green. She lifted for the latch and stepped inside. The room greeted her with the smell it had built overnight: coffee, cleaner, machine breath.

The wedge still lived where she’d left it. She put it on the table because day had different rules than night. The court form stayed asleep in its folder. She wiped the ugly flowers of the bedspread flat with the palm of her hand, then sat. The recorder on the nightstand had three new scuffs she didn’t remember and probably always had. Objects tell the truth by how they wear down.

She touched her phone without waking it. The SafeLine call sat there, last dialed, quiet as a bookmark. Ten minutes. A pop at four seconds. A voice that knew how to be steady. She didn’t need it now. She’d slept enough to count.

She rinsed the cup, set it upside down, and squared the pen with the notebook’s edge because it looked better that way, not because it meant anything. She checked the bathroom mirror. The word LATER didn’t appear this time. Maybe the mirror was tired. 

Maybe she was. Steam is just water showing off.

She stood by the door, hand on the swing bar. The morning felt like something that had to be faced down and then, if it behaved, fed pancakes. She lifted, eased the latch, and stepped out. The gray sedan under the sign had collected a new thin sleeve of dew. A bird had written a brief opinion on the hood. The camera above the walkway blinked awake, then remembered it wasn’t that kind of camera and went back to whatever cameras do when no one is interesting.

Down the row, a man in Room 10 came out holding a tie he hadn’t committed to yet. He looked at Rae the way you look at a person on an airplane—friendly enough to prove you weren’t raised in a barn, not enough to start a life story.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning,” she said.

“You figure out the AC yet?” he asked, angling the tie at his own unit. “Mine’s got a personality.”

“Mine’s opinionated,” she said.

“Aren’t we all.” He laughed, the chair-scoot laugh, softer in daylight. “See you.”

“See you,” she said, and meant it only as far as the walkway.

Inside, she gathered the map she didn’t need, folded it anyway, and tucked it into her pocket like putting away a thought. She picked up the duffel and set it down again. Not today. Today was coffee already had and courthouse later and the pawn shop maybe and a walk along a river you can smell before you see. Today was also the small, private choice to stay in Room 12 for one more night and make a bed that someone else had already made.
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