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Fencepost Seventeen (opening pages)

––––––––
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BLUE HOUR MAKES THE fence look kind. The old cedar boards drink the last of the day, and the knothole—almond-shaped, smooth-edged—watches me like an eye that knows better.

I don’t write letters to strangers. I design wayfinding systems for people who hate being lost. Signs, arrows, icons you can understand even if you don’t share a language. Letters are for people you already have.

But June dared me. “Just say hello, Noor. Worst case, a raccoon writes back.”

So I print my neatest, a slow careful script my mother would praise:

Hello, neighbor. If you ever want to borrow a rosemary sprig, I have an unreasonable bush by the back steps. —N.

I fold the page twice, because twice feels friendly and not like a bill. I kneel, my jeans drinking the damp from the grass, and slide the letter into the knothole, palm flat to coax it through. The paper sighs against wood—then it’s gone.

I realize I’m holding my breath like I’ve thrown a message into the sea.

“Okay,” I whisper to the fence. “That was nothing. That was—”

Something taps back.

Not a knock. A light, papery tap-tap, like fingers aligning edges. I freeze, hand hovering. The knothole fills with white and black: a page, inverted, pressed from the other side. I pinch it, and it yields, warm from someone else’s hand.

The first thing I notice is the smell: faint machine oil and the mineral cold of a clock shop. The second is the line printed at the top, not in my careful pen but in a slanted, teach-yourself cursive:

Received at blue hour, August 30.

I look up. It’s August 23.

The letter is simple.

Rosemary sounds perfect. I’ve been meaning to try it with roasted pears.

Also: hello. I’m Calder. I repair clocks. The fence and I go way back.

If this actually gets to you, place your palm on the board and count to four.

Ferry will sound twice in nine minutes, then once more after. You’ll hear a gull that’s lost its patience in the pause.

If it doesn’t happen that way, I owe your rosemary a heartfelt apology.

—C.

I check the top of the page again. August 30. He wrote me from next week. Or he wrote me today and dates letters whimsically. Or June is behind the hedge with a grin and a weekly planner.

I press my palm to the fence and count. One, two, three, four.

Nothing, and then everything: the twin throats of the ferry horn lifting like a curtain; the pause; the gull with its terrible opinions. It’s so ordinary it feels like magic performing as itself.

Back in my kitchen I brew tea I don’t need. I move a sprig of rosemary to a jar by the back steps like I’m staging evidence. I tell myself plenty of people can predict ferries. I tell myself after a day like today—after spending three hours losing a battle over an arrow on a public washroom sign—my head is soft as peat.

At dusk, I bring a second note.

Hello, clock person. You win round one.

If you’re actually in the future (which is an absurd string of words), send proof I can verify tomorrow. Something I can find.

Also: rosemary with pears is better than people admit.

—N.

I slide it into the knothole. My hands have that after-rain cold. From the other side, a page arrives almost immediately, like a coin trick.

Tomorrow at 11:04, look under the café bulletin board for a runaway safety pin I dropped while fixing a clock. It will try to look like it belongs there.

P.S. If you’re going to the ferry, don’t take the front steps on Friday. Not dangerous—just annoying. Splinter city.

—C.

Received at blue hour, August 30.

I laugh, because how do you argue with a safety pin. Then I stop laughing, because why exactly is my heartbeat louder than the ferry?

I hold the page up to the kitchen light. The paper is the cheap kind from a receipt printer, the top margin gone gray where it sat under some machine. At the bottom, there’s a faint crescent of oil like a thumbprint made of time.

“Okay,” I tell my empty house. “We’re not doing destiny. We’re doing an experiment.”

I write on a fresh page, ink still wet:

Agreement: No future crimes like lottery numbers or telling me whether it will rain on my birthday.

Allowances: Weather in the next hour. Locations of small lost items. Gentle warnings against splinters.

Question: Why do your pages say Received at blue hour with next week’s date? Mine just look... today-ish.

—N.

I press it through, breathe with the fence (which is normal behavior, thank you), and receive a reply with the kind of promptness that feels like kindness.

Deal. I like small safety.

Your pages come as they are. Mine cross a week. I don’t pretend to know why.

I tried writing the word “accident” once. That whole line arrived blank.

P.P.S. The rosemary sprig on your steps will look like it’s posing for a painting in the morning light. Take a picture for me with your words.

—C.

I find my phone on the counter and open Notes before I can talk myself out of it.

Blue hour rosemary, posing. Leaves with the sheen of ship hulls. Stem the green-brown of tea over-steeped by a friend who keeps talking. Smells like a forest trying to be helpful.

I don’t send it. Not yet.

At 11:04 tomorrow I will lift a corner of a café bulletin board and, if the universe has a sense of humor, find a safety pin thinking it’s immortal. If it’s there, I’ll pretend I’m calm. If it’s not, I’ll bring rosemary to my neighbor anyway and call it even.

For now, I rest my forehead against cedar that still remembers rain and think a thought I haven’t let myself have in years:

What if a person could know me before they met me, and choose me anyway?
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Fencepost Seventeen

––––––––
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BLUE HOUR MAKES THE fence look kind...

(opening pages previously shared; continuing the scene to a natural chapter break)

I tape the first page of our “rules” to the fridge with painter’s tape—no spoilers, small safety—and put the kettle on like that’s a ritual the universe respects. It’s barely dusk and the kitchen window is already a wet postcard. The rosemary sprig stands at attention in its jar by the steps as if it understands it has been named.

June texts:

JUNE: did the raccoon write back

ME: worse

JUNE: worse??

ME: a clock repairman who predicts ferries like a witch

JUNE: pics or it’s a very quaint scam

ME: it’s a letter, June

JUNE: so: pics of the letter

I don’t send her one. The letter feels private in a way that makes my sternum warm. I put it in the drawer with takeout menus and twist ties, immediately hate that choice, and move it to the fruit bowl like it needs air. Then I move it again to the counter, then finally to the wall by the back door because—fine—I’m that person now: a person who pins a stranger’s letter beside their keys.

I spend an hour “tidying” that is really rehearsing the café in my head: the exact corner where the bulletin board hangs, the cork with its fringe of flyers and tear-off tabs. I tell myself not to go early, to stick the landing at 11:04 like a decent scientist. I set my shop pencil next to my keys, write 11:04 on my wrist in tiny numbers, and go to bed with the faint clock-shop smell in my nose.

Sleep tries. My brain keeps reaching for the fence the way your tongue reaches for the edge of a chipped tooth. Somewhere in the middle of the night I hear the ferry’s single long call across the bay and picture a vast thing sliding past in the dark, obedient to a timetable older than me.

When the morning thins into the pale that means almost blue, I make coffee, then pour it out for tea because coffee feels too loud for a day like this. I grab my sketchbook—the one I only use for things I respect—and head out with my hood up. The rosemary sprig does look like it’s posing. I take a picture “with words,” in my head, and promise to get it onto paper later.

On the sidewalk I pass Marta, my landlord, in her violet rain jacket. She takes one look at my face and smiles with the exact amount of nosiness a good landlady cultivates.

“You look like a person with a secret,” she says.

“I look like a person who wrote to a fence,” I say.

“Ah,” she nods, as if I’ve joined a club with dues and bylaws. “Don’t break it.”

“Break what?”

“The habit of writing to the same place at the same time. It’s how letters learn to find you.” She taps her own temple. “You think I kept a post office for thirty years without noticing patterns?”

“Did your post office have... supernatural slots?”

She shrugs. “All slots are a little supernatural if you love them.”

The café smells like toast and paper. I do not look at the bulletin board. I order an earl grey with oat milk and pretend to read the ferry schedule taped to the pastry case. It’s a terrible schedule to pretend-read: six numbers, three words, no narrative.

11:02. I count my breaths. At 11:04, as if I am not sprinting but very calmly strolling toward destiny, I go to the bulletin board. I slide a finger under its slightly warped lower edge and lift.

There it is, clinging upside down to the rough wood lip like an acrobat: a safety pin with one leg bent, the kind my mother scolded me for leaving open in drawers. It’s not magic. It’s just a safety pin. It feels like both.

When I pluck it free, a thin black smudge prints my finger. Machine oil. Clock shop.

I don’t say okay, okay out loud, but my whole body does.

At a table by the window I open my sketchbook and write with the blunt pencil, words thick as graphite:

FOUND: one safety pin trying to live forever.

DATE: August 24.

TIME: 11:04.

DETAIL: a clock shop’s breath on it.

FEELING: you might be real.

On my way back I buy pears because that’s what Rosemary With Pears People do. At home I angle the sprig on the step to catch the light—pose, pose, you green actor—and finally commit the written photo to ink:

Blue hour rosemary, posing. Leaves like small ship hulls. Stem the green-brown of tea over-steeped by a friend who keeps talking. Smells like a forest trying to be helpful.

At dusk I press two pages through the knothole: the “found” note and the rosemary description. I wait, head close to wood, breathing cedar and rain, until the envelope of today empties itself. A page slides back—slanted hand; date that is next week; the kindness of it like a small lamp.

I’m glad the pin chose to be found.

Your rosemary sentence is better than a picture. It will sit in my pocket all day and never lose resolution.

P.S. Friday: take the side steps, please. They splintered this week in the rain. Annoying, not dangerous. But I don’t like the thought of your palm meeting that wood.

—C.

Received at blue hour, August 30.

I touch the side steps in the morning like he asked, and they’re fine—today. The front steps, two days later, look like the mouth of something that chews. I feel, unreasonably, looked after.

That night, I write three more things I don’t intend to send—small, unimportant, honest things—then put two of them through and keep one for me. The fence holds the silence as if it is part of the letter, and I let that be the end of the day.
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The First Test

––––––––
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(CALDER — PRESENT TENSE scene)

On my side of the fence, the summer is already a week older. The bay sits in its gray comfortably, the way a dog sits in a doorway to feel both rooms. The clock on the shop wall does its one trick: tick because it did, tock because it will.

I was going to replace that clock the day after I took the lease from my father, and then I forgot to hate it. Now its face is a mercy—big block numbers Aled can read without squinting when he comes in from the back with a box of tasks he thinks are small and aren’t.

Her letter arrived this morning—my morning, her last week—folded twice in an exactness I felt in my fingers before I read a word. I like that about her. People who fold things carefully are people who have loved a fragile thing.

Hello, neighbor. If you ever want to borrow a rosemary sprig...

I had been standing at Fencepost Seventeen just to feel that blue hour air on my face—because habit is not superstition when you need it—when her page slid into my palm like it had already decided.

I dated the top because I always date the top. Received at blue hour, August 30. I don’t write it to convince anyone. I write it because my hands do not trust time to be real unless I note it down.

I bring her letter into the shop and set it beside the movement I’ve been coaxing back into honesty. It’s an eight-day regulator that a woman found in her great-uncle’s shed, caked with dust that looks like ash. It is not a good clock. It keeps better time than I do.

Aled pokes his head through the bead curtain. He hates the bead curtain. He tolerates the bead curtain because I paid for it with my money and stubbornness.

“That the fence?” he asks.

“New person,” I say, as if I haven’t read the letter five times.

“Same as the old new people,” he says, which is Aled for be careful you don’t live by the gate more than you live by your own door. He brushes sawdust from his sleeve. He is building a shelf for reasons he can’t articulate other than wood wants to be useful.

He taps the letter’s edge with a fingertip. “Neat hand.”

“Botanical illustrator,” I say, pretending I am deducing this from the way she writes rosemary and not from the return address—the way she signed just the N—and a little online curiosity. (I did not look her up. I looked up her world: Brindle Sound flora show; a small local article about a workshop where children printed leaves on paper as if they were making money out of plants. It felt like being allowed to admire the corner of a painting and not the face.)

“If you’re writing back, don’t tell her anything heavy,” Aled says. “You know the rule.”

I know the rule. I helped invent it after learning it from a knothole. I still say it out loud when my hands hover above paper: Small safety only. No spoilers that think they’re kindness.

I write: rosemary with pears; my name; the ferry horn pattern. I can’t help the horn thing. It’s a tic. The bay has rhythms like people have.

I add the safety pin test because I want her to choose to believe with her hands, not her head. The test isn’t a trick, not exactly. The pin has been there since Wednesday—my Wednesday, her next Sunday—when I crawled on my knees to fish a dropped spring from under the café bulletin board and thought: Leave a witness. I don’t know how that will feel on her end. I only know that when someone left me a lemon candy under the fence years ago and told me, the week earlier, to put out a bowl, it felt like the air had decided to have a plan for me.

I include the step warning because the forward steps did splinter this week; I walked past her house on an errand and saw how the grain lifted under rain. I tried writing accident once on a different day for a different person and the whole line stayed white as if the wood itself refused. It’s a mercy I respect, even when I want to say more.

At 6:07 a.m., I press the page through the knothole and feel it tug toward her like a tide. The fence has never been magic to me. It has been a machine with one function: tell the truth in a way that doesn’t take your choice.

I put on the shop apron with its constellation of oil marks and go about the morning: open the blinds a quarter, turn the “Back in 10” sign to “Open,” wind the clocks that won’t wind themselves. The ferry’s twin call hits the glass a few minutes later in exactly the way I wrote it for her. I feel foolish and correct at once.

Midday, the ferry maintenance office calls. “Back deck ramp sensors,” the dispatcher says. “She’s throwing a tantrum in port.”

I take my toolbox because I don’t go anywhere without it. The ferry hums under my feet like someone with a secret. The supervisor on duty is a woman with a coffee tattoo and a less forgiving mug in her hand. “If this thing decides it’s unsafe, she’ll lock us down through lunch,” she says.

“Machines that err safe are like people who apologize too much,” I say. “Annoying, not dangerous.” She snorts and lets me have the deck. I trace wires with a finger until the stubborn loop loosens, then reseat the sensor so it knows its own mind. The ramp sighs. The supervisor salutes me with the mug. “Clock boy saves the day again.”

“Please don’t call me that,” I say, which guarantees I will be called that for the rest of my natural life.

Back at the shop, Aled has set the bead curtain tinkling on purpose. “Man in a suit came by,” he says. “Looked at the building like it would be more handsome if it were flat.”

“Fleet?” I ask, and he nods. We both look toward the back window where the fence sits like an old dog we’ve sworn to protect.

“Don’t give him anything,” I say.

“Didn’t,” he says, then adds, “He asked if I ever worry about your... hobby.”

“It’s a habit,” I say. “Hobbies require a magazine subscription.”

I think about writing to her again before dusk, but the rules are the rules. Blue hour makes sense of things. I hold my breath through the afternoon like a diver who knows the exact distance back to air.

At dusk I go to the fence with my hands empty and my pockets full: the rosemary note she sent, the waft of tea on the paper, the relief that reached me from last week as if it had to cross only a yard. When the page slides into my palm with her word-picture of a plant, I read it twice, then a third time, and put it in my pocket like she asked: an image that will never pixelate.

I write a line I haven’t allowed myself in other chains: Your words have good posture. I almost scratch it out. I let it stand.

Later, after dinner that is mostly toast because grief rearranged my appetite years ago and never put it back, I take my mother’s music box from the shelf and wind it to hear how it limps now at the sixth bar. I could fix it. I don’t. Some things I prefer honest in their brokenness.

Before bed, I check the fence, which is a childish thing to do since blue hour is done. Some habits are not for logic. The boards look like sleeping faces in the dark. I touch the knothole with two fingers and say, “See you in the morning,” and the shop clock dutifully answers from the other room: tick because it did, tock because it will.
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Rules in Pencil (Ephemera Bundle)

––––––––
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STICKY NOTE TAPED TO Noor’s fridge, pale blue, penciled neat:

RULES (DRAFT)

No big spoilers (death, disasters, wins that steal a lesson).

Okay to nudge small safety (splinters, lost pins, bus fares).

Letters at dawn/dusk only.

If you miss a blue hour, you don’t “make it up.” We forgive ourselves.

We can ask for word-pictures instead of photos.

If a line arrives blank, we respect it.

—N.

Calder’s reply on receipt paper, slanted hand; grease crescent at bottom; date line at top:

Received at blue hour, August 31.

Agreed on all six. I carry a pencil for amending rules because rules are creatures that molt.

P.S. Your rosemary sentence is now my favorite thing to show the ferry while she pretends not to admire herself in the bay.

Torn notebook margin from Noor; graphite rubbing of the fence grain darkening the right side:

MAP OF FENCE (to scale only in spirit)

◻︎ = knot, ○ = nail, ⊙ = Fencepost 17 (the almond)

[a naive sketch of thirteen boards; the almond-shape marked with a small star]

COMMENTARY: You said “the fence and I go way back.” How far?

Calder, penned on the back of a bus transfer:

Back to my mother’s laugh and my father’s quiet. When I was twelve I pushed a toy car through the knothole and got back a lemon candy with a wrapper in a language I didn’t know. The person over there was a boy who thought lemon was sophisticated. We both grew until the board stopped accepting cars and sweets and tolerated sentences instead.

P.S. The bus driver says hi because I told him I was writing a letter to a fence.

Noor—index card with a tea ring:

TODAY (Aug 24):

— Found the safety pin, as promised.

— Drafted title for a plant show that doesn’t exist yet: Blue Hour Flora.

— Cut my finger on the stupid mail and decided not to be mad at the mail.

QUESTION: Do you give names to the ferries? I want to. They have moods.

Calder—the back of an old ferry schedule; the official names underlined, his nicknames in the margin:

Burrard Queen — “Lightfoot” when the bay is kind.

Salish Star — “Mutterer” when the engine sulks.

Point Riel — “The Apologizer” because she taps the dock like she’s sorry.

ADDENDUM: The horn calls are their syntax. Two-and-one means “I’d like to be seen and I am.”

QUESTION BACK: Why wayfinding? Wanting to help strangers not be lost feels like a wound answered.

Noor—half page from a sketchbook; graphite leaves pressed into the margin; handwriting loosening:

Why wayfinding: because my father refused to read signs when we moved here. He said, “If I ask for directions, I’ll owe someone,” and I learned how debt is a story you can tell yourself. I draw arrows for a living because someone else’s arrow saved me once.

CONFESSION: I almost didn’t write to you. June dared me. Thank June.

June—text transcript printed and taped in, annotated by Noor:

JUNE: pics or it’s a very quaint scam

ME: it’s a letter, June

JUNE: letters are the original scam (jk don’t sue me, postal museum)

ME: postal museum is just our building’s stairwell

JUNE: I’m making you a letterbox for the knothole. Industrial chic.

(Noor’s pencil note in margin: June is serious.)

Calder—recycled page with a diagram of a clock escapement sketched faintly behind the words:

FRIDAY—FRONT STEPS:

I walked past your house yesterday in my time and saw the grain lift. Side steps, please.

BLANK TEST: I tried to write “Watch out for—” followed by a thing that isn’t mine to prevent. The line came to you as a silence. This is how the fence stays on our side.

Noor—pocket calendar square (Aug 25) torn out; thin red loop inked around 6:10 a.m.:

Blue hour (a.m.)—letter.

Blue hour (p.m.)—letter.

MANTRA: No living by forecasts. Small safety only.

FEAR I WON’T SEND: If you knew me in real time, you might like me less than this. This version of me has edits.

Calder—back of a repair invoice with oil thumbprint:

REASSURANCE I’M SENDING ANYWAY: I like the you that writes and the you that misses blue hour and the you that makes a rule and then amends it. The edited you is still you. We all change tense depending on the room.

Noor—Post-it stuck crooked to a grocery receipt:

PEARS ACHIEVED. Rosemary approved. If this is fate, it tastes like breakfast.

Marta—index card in precise librarian hand, slid under Noor’s door (then copied and sent through):

OBSERVATION: The thirteenth board has always had a flaw the shape of an almond. Noted first in 1979 when Mrs. Olwen pinned a lost glove there and wrote “Finder’s fee: a story.”

OPINION: Keep your fence. Don’t let Fleet pour a wall where a gate belongs.

Calder—last scrap of the day, thin newsprint; the ink ghost of a crossword printing through:

ENDING RULE (for now): We say goodnight even when we can’t meet. It trains the air to expect kindness.

—C.

Received at blue hour, September 1.
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Two Houses, One Hour

––––––––
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(NOOR — PRESENT TENSE scene)

I set an alarm for the ungodly pre-blue of morning and still wake five minutes early because wanting is a better bell than my phone. The window is the color of a spoon left in milk. I make tea because I am pretending to be gentle with myself, then stand at the back door with the mug and my pulse and the fence like a third person in the room.

We agreed last night: dawn drop, dusk pickup. No promised content. Just the experiment of being in the same hour together.

The grass is damp enough to make a sound when it lets me walk on it. I kneel by Fencepost Seventeen—thirteenth board, almond eye—and put my palm flat on the cedar. It’s still and it’s not; there’s a deep tree hum, like a memory of sap.
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