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The Woman in 412

The trick to a good room was making it look like no one had ever touched it.

Not clean—anyone could do clean. Clean was spray and wipe and move on. What Iris did was erase. She eliminated evidence. Every wrinkle, every stray hair, every smudge on a faucet handle that proved a living, sweating, shedding human being had spent the night doing living, sweating, shedding human things. By the time she was done, the room looked like a photograph. Like a promise. Like the kind of place where your life could start over, if you just unpacked your bag and stayed long enough.

Most people didn't notice. That was the point.

She stripped the bed in 408 with the efficiency of someone who'd done it four thousand times—because she had, give or take. Sheets first, then the duvet cover, then the pillowcases, each one inverted and shaken out in a single snap of her wrists. She checked for stains on autopilot. Nothing today. 408 had been a solo business traveler, the kind who slept on top of the comforter in his clothes and left the bathroom spotless except for a single toothpaste glob in the sink. Easy. Iris liked the easy ones. She liked all of them, honestly, more than she'd ever admit to Drea or anyone else—liked the puzzle of each room, the forensic intimacy of reading someone's night through the wreckage they left behind.

The couple in 410 had sex. She could tell before she opened the door: both pillows used, sheets yanked loose on the left side, a damp towel on the bathroom floor instead of the rack. The minibar was open. They'd gone through two bottles of the overpriced rosé and left the glasses on the nightstand, lip prints overlapping on one of them like they'd been sharing. Romantic. Or drunk. Sometimes both.

She remade the bed with hospital corners tight enough to bounce a quarter off of, replaced the towels in descending order of size, restocked the minibar, wiped every surface until the granite gleamed, and left a chocolate on each pillow because The Alcott was that kind of place—boutique, mid-upscale, old-money coastal charm with just enough modern polish to justify the nightly rate. Not a resort. Not a chain. The kind of hotel where the lobby smelled like fresh linen and eucalyptus and the staff remembered your name by Day Two.

Iris had worked here for three years. She knew every room on the fourth floor the way some people knew their childhood neighborhood—by feel, by light, by the particular way sound carried through the walls. She knew that 401 had a slow drain. That 406 got the best afternoon sun. That the ice machine at the end of the hall hummed at a frequency that could put you to sleep if you stood next to it long enough, which she had, once, after a double shift in August when the air conditioning broke and every guest on the floor wanted fresh sheets at the same time.

She pushed her cart to 412 and knocked. Three sharp raps, spaced evenly, followed by a pause exactly long enough for someone to reach the door from the bathroom.

"Housekeeping."

No answer. She checked the system on her phone. 412 was occupied—had been for three days. No Do Not Disturb. No special instructions. She knocked again.

"Housekeeping. I can come back if—"

The door opened.

The woman standing in it looked like she'd gotten dressed for something important and then decided, mid-process, that nothing was important anymore. She wore a silk blouse the color of fog, tucked into tailored trousers that probably cost more than Iris's rent. Her hair was blond, shoulder-length, the kind of cut that required maintenance—but it hadn't been maintained recently. It fell in soft, slightly uneven waves, like she'd slept on it wet and hadn't bothered to fix it. No makeup. Or maybe makeup from yesterday, faintly smudged, the last ghost of mascara under her left eye.

She was tall. Slim in a way that read less like discipline and more like she'd recently stopped eating full meals. Her eyes were gray-blue, clear and intelligent, and absolutely exhausted. There were circles under them that even the warm hallway lighting couldn't soften.

She looked, Iris thought, like a woman who'd been beautiful on purpose for a very long time and had recently stopped trying. The result was something more interesting than beauty. It was honesty.

"Sorry," the woman said. Her voice was low, measured, polite in the reflexive way of someone who'd been raised to be polite even when the house was on fire. "I didn't hear you. Come in."

"I can come back," Iris said.

"No. Please." She stepped aside, one hand on the door, the other pressed flat against her thigh like she was steadying herself. "I've been meaning to—I should have called down. The room's fine. I haven't really—" She stopped. Looked at Iris like she'd just noticed there was another person in the hallway. "I'm sorry. Come in."

Iris came in.

The room was wrong.

Not dirty—wrong. 412 was a king suite, one of the nicer ones on the floor, with a sitting area by the window and a bathroom with a soaking tub that guests consistently described as "life-changing" in their reviews. It should have shown three days of habitation. Coffee cups. A phone charger snaking across the nightstand. Shoes by the door. A robe on the hook.

Instead, it looked almost exactly the way Iris had left it the day the previous guest checked out. The bed was made—not well, but made, the duvet pulled up and smoothed with visible effort. The bathroom was dry. No towels on the floor. No toiletries on the counter except a single toothbrush in a glass, bristles dry.

And the suitcase. A large rolling bag, expensive, dark green leather, still sitting on the luggage rack in the corner. Zipped. Iris had been doing this long enough to read a suitcase the way a detective reads a crime scene. This one hadn't been opened. Three days in, and this woman was living out of—what? The clothes she'd checked in wearing?

The woman had moved to the window. She stood with her arms crossed and her back to Iris, looking out at the courtyard below with the blank, fixed gaze of someone who wasn't actually seeing anything. She was giving Iris the room. Stepping out of the way the same way you'd step aside for a janitor or a delivery person—acknowledging the function, not the person.

Iris was used to that. She was a housekeeper. Being overlooked was in the job description.

She worked quietly. Stripped the technically-clean sheets and replaced them because policy was policy and also because the fitted sheet had one wrinkle in the center that told her the woman had been lying on top of the covers, not under them. Sleeping in her clothes, maybe. Or not sleeping at all. She'd seen it before. The Alcott attracted a certain kind of guest during the off-season—the ones who weren't here for the beach or the restaurants or the wine country day trips. They were here because a hotel room was the only place where no one expected you to be a specific version of yourself. You could just be a guest. Anonymous. Temporary. Someone else's problem to clean up after.

She replaced the towels even though they hadn't been used. Restocked the minibar, noting that nothing had been touched. Wiped down the bathroom—spotless, barely a water spot on the mirror. She left an extra set of the good bath towels on the shelf, the thick ones that weren't standard but that Iris kept on her cart for guests she liked. She didn't know why she did it. Instinct. The woman looked like someone who needed a good towel.

When she came back into the main room, the woman had turned from the window and was watching her. Not with the usual glazed non-attention guests gave housekeeping—the look that said I know you're here but I'm pretending you're part of the furniture. This was direct. Focused. The gray-blue eyes tracked Iris's movements with a quiet intensity, like she was studying something she wanted to understand.

Iris paused with the duvet in her hands.

"Everything okay?" she asked.

The woman blinked. Looked away. "Yes. Sorry. I was just—you're very efficient."

"Three years of practice."

"It shows." A pause. The woman's jaw worked slightly, the tension in it visible enough that Iris could see the muscle flex under her skin. "I'm sorry about the room. I know it's not—I haven't really settled in yet."

"You've been here three days," Iris said. Not a question. Not a judgment. Just a fact, offered in the same neutral tone she used to ask about extra pillows.

The woman looked at her. Something shifted behind her eyes—surprise, maybe, that the housekeeper had been paying attention. Or discomfort at being read so easily. Iris couldn't tell which.

"I'm a slow settler," the woman said.

"Take your time." Iris smoothed the duvet. Placed the chocolate on the pillow. "I'm here every day. Same time, give or take. If you need anything adjusted—extra blankets, different pillows, whatever—just let me know."

"What's your name?"

The question caught her off guard. Not because it was unusual—some guests asked—but because of the way she asked it. Like she actually wanted to know. Like the answer mattered to her in some small, private way.

"Iris."

"Iris." The woman said it carefully, like she was tasting it. "I'm Sloane."

"I know. It's on my sheet." Iris nodded toward the door. "Is there anything else you need, Ms. Mercer?"

"Sloane," she corrected. Quiet. Almost gentle. "And no. Thank you."

Iris gathered the used linens—barely used, really—and loaded them onto her cart. At the door, she paused.

"The pillows," she said.

Sloane looked at her.

"You're using the firm one, but you've got it against your stomach, not under your head. If you want, I can bring a body pillow from storage. Might help you sleep."

The look on Sloane's face was difficult to describe. It was the expression of someone who had been performing competence for so long that being seen through a single detail—one misplaced pillow—felt like being caught naked. Her mouth opened. Closed. Her eyes went bright for a half-second before she controlled it.

"That would be nice," she said. "Thank you."

Iris nodded and pulled the door shut behind her. She stood in the hallway for a moment, hands on the cart, staring at the brushed-gold room number without really seeing it.

The suitcase. Three days, and she hadn't unpacked.

Iris had cleaned rooms for business travelers who lived out of garment bags, for families who exploded suitcases across every surface within the first hour, for couples who brought too much and solo guests who brought nothing but a backpack and a charger. She'd cleaned rooms for people who were celebrating and people who were grieving and people who were fucking strangers they'd met at the hotel bar and would never see again. She knew what a room looked like when someone was staying.

This wasn't staying. This was hiding.

She pushed the cart to the service elevator and hit the button. The doors opened onto the familiar fluorescent hum of the back-of-house corridor—bare concrete, exposed pipes, the utilitarian spine of The Alcott that guests never saw. She parked the cart in the staging area, sorted the linens into the correct bins, restocked her supplies for the next room, and pulled her phone from her back pocket.

The scheduling app showed 412's reservation. Sloane Mercer. Checked in Friday. Checkout date: open.

Not a week. Not two weeks. Open. No end date. Just a woman in a four-hundred-dollar-a-night room with a zipped suitcase and circles under her eyes, asking the housekeeper for her name like it was the first real conversation she'd had in days.

"You done with the fourth floor?"

Drea appeared at the end of the corridor, pushing her own cart with the aggressive efficiency of a woman who wanted to be on break ten minutes ago. She was compact and loud, with box braids piled on top of her head and a permanent expression of affectionate impatience. She'd been at The Alcott a year longer than Iris and had decided, within approximately thirty seconds of meeting her, that they were going to be friends. Iris hadn't argued. You didn't argue with Drea. You just handed her a coffee and got out of the way.

"Almost," Iris said. "I've got 414 and 416 left."

"Mr. 414 left a twenty on the dresser. Don't say I never gave you anything." Drea leaned against the wall and peeled a tangerine with her thumbnail. "What's the deal with 412? I saw the open reservation. Long-stay?"

"Looks like it."

"Business?"

"Doesn't seem like it."

"Divorce?"

Iris glanced at her. Drea shrugged, popping a tangerine segment into her mouth. "What? That's usually why the nice ones stay forever. They can't go home because home belongs to somebody else now, and they can't check out because they don't have anywhere to check in to. Seen it a dozen times. They camp out in a suite and order room service soup until their lawyer calls."

"You should write a book."

"I should. I'd call it Rich People Are Sad Too and it'd sell a million copies." Drea studied her. "Why are you making that face?"

"I'm not making a face."

"You're making the face you make when you find something weird in a room and you can't stop thinking about it. What'd she leave out? Drugs? Handcuffs? One of those vibrators that costs more than my car?"

"Nothing. She didn't leave out anything. That's the thing. Three days and the room looks like no one's been in it." Iris pocketed her phone. "She hasn't even unpacked."

Drea's eyebrows rose. "Huh."

"Yeah."

"The pretty ones are always the saddest. You notice that? Like, the hotter the guest, the worse the damage." She tossed the tangerine peel into the compost bin with a fadeaway jump shot. "Don't get invested. She'll be gone by Friday."

Iris pulled a body pillow from the linen closet at the end of the corridor. Standard hotel issue, wrapped in a crisp white case. She tucked it under her arm and headed back to the service elevator.

"Where are you going with that?" Drea called.

"412."

"I thought you were done with 412."

"I am. This is extra."

"Extra what?"

"Extra pillow."

Drea stared at her. "You're bringing a woman you met ten minutes ago a special pillow because—why?"

"Because she's not sleeping." Iris hit the elevator button. "It's a pillow, Drea. Relax."

"Uh-huh." Drea's voice followed her into the elevator. "A pillow. Sure."

The doors closed.

Iris rode up alone, the body pillow tucked against her side, the fluorescent light buzzing faintly above her. She looked at her reflection in the brushed-steel doors—dark hair pinned back tight, no makeup, the navy-blue uniform that made her invisible in the hallways and nonexistent in the lobby. She looked exactly like what she was: a housekeeper. Competent, quiet, unremarkable. The kind of woman who noticed everything about other people and revealed almost nothing about herself.

She thought about the way Sloane Mercer had said her name. Iris. Like it was worth saying carefully. Like it was the first word she'd learned all week.

She thought about the suitcase, zipped shut on the luggage rack. About the dry bathroom and the untouched minibar and the bed that had barely been slept in. About the woman standing at the window with her arms crossed, staring at a courtyard she wasn't seeing, wearing yesterday's silk blouse and tomorrow's exhaustion.

She thought about how she knew all of this—every detail, every inference, every small diagnosis—because noticing was what she did. It was her job to see people clearly and then erase the evidence that they'd been there at all. To know everything about a stranger from the state of their sheets and then forget it by the next room.

She'd never had trouble with the forgetting part before.

The elevator opened. She walked to 412, knocked twice, and when Sloane opened the door—same blouse, same bruised eyes, same carefully controlled expression—Iris held out the body pillow.

"For sleeping," she said.

Sloane took it. Held it against her chest with both arms. For a moment, she looked like someone who had been handed the first kind thing in a long time and didn't know how to hold it without breaking.

"Thank you," she said. Her voice was very quiet. "Iris."

"Same time tomorrow, Ms. Mercer."

"Sloane."

"Same time tomorrow, Sloane."

Iris turned and walked back to the elevator. She didn't look over her shoulder. She didn't need to. She could feel Sloane watching her all the way down the hall, the way you feel sunlight on the back of your neck—warm, focused, impossible to ignore.

The door to 412 clicked shut.

Iris pushed the button for the third floor. She had two more rooms to finish, a cart to restock, and a break she was already twelve minutes late for. She had a routine. She had a rhythm. She had a life that ran on schedules and shift changes and the small, repeatable satisfactions of a job done well.

She pressed her back against the elevator wall and closed her eyes.

Same time tomorrow.

She was already looking forward to it.
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Pattern Recognition

Sloane had developed a system for not thinking.

It was, she recognized, deeply pathetic. A woman who'd built a career on strategic thinking—who'd once restructured a failing logistics company in nine weeks by thinking harder and faster and more ruthlessly than every man in the boardroom—was now using every cognitive resource she had to think about absolutely nothing.

She woke up. She ordered coffee from room service. She drank it in bed while staring at the courtyard below, counting the flagstones in the walkway (forty-seven) and the number of times the gardener adjusted his hat (three, on average, between seven and eight a.m.). She showered. She dressed in clean clothes from the limited rotation she'd been cycling through since she got here—two blouses, two pairs of trousers, a cashmere pullover, three sets of underwear she hand-washed in the sink every other night like a castaway with a credit card. She sat in the armchair by the window and read the same paragraph of the same novel she'd bought at the airport eight days ago and still couldn't get past page fourteen.

She did not check her email. She did not return Catherine's calls. She did not look at the settlement documents her lawyer had sent, which sat unopened in her inbox like a bomb with a very polite subject line: Mercer-Ashworth: Final Terms for Review.

She did not think about the apartment in the Back Bay that was no longer hers. The office on Newbury Street where her name had already been removed from the door. The dinner party circuit that had been Catherine's kingdom, where Sloane had spent a decade being the smart one, the steady one, the one people trusted to hold things together while Catherine shone.

She did not think about the junior associate. Lauren. Twenty-eight years old, sharp cheekbones, eager laugh, the kind of woman who called everyone "babe" and meant it as a placeholder until she learned your name. Sloane had hired her. That was the part that kept surfacing no matter how hard she pushed it down—she had hired the woman her wife left her for. She'd reviewed her résumé, conducted the second interview, advocated for her in the partners' meeting. She'd brought the blade into her own house and handed it to Catherine with a smile.

She did not think about that.

She thought about flagstones. And hat adjustments. And the particular shade of late-morning light that hit the bathroom tile at 10:15 and made the whole room glow amber for exactly four minutes before the angle shifted and everything went flat again.

The system worked. Mostly.

The one thing the system couldn't account for was the knock.

It came every day between one and two in the afternoon—three sharp raps, evenly spaced, followed by a pause that lasted exactly long enough for Sloane to cross the room from wherever she was pretending to be busy. Then the voice, low and clear through the door: Housekeeping.

Iris.

She'd been here for eight days now. She knew this because Iris had come to the room six times—she didn't work weekends, Sloane had learned, or at least not on this floor—and each visit had been exactly the same. Knock. Announcement. Entry. Forty minutes of quiet, efficient work while Sloane tried to look like a person who had reasons for being in a hotel room on a Tuesday afternoon instead of anywhere else in the world.

They didn't talk much. That was part of what made it bearable. Iris didn't fill silence with noise. She didn't make small talk about the weather or ask what Sloane's plans were for the day, which was a question that would have required Sloane to either lie or admit that her plans consisted of staring at a courtyard until the light changed. Iris worked. She moved through the room with a focus that Sloane found almost hypnotic—quick hands, deliberate gestures, an economy of motion that suggested she'd done this so many times that her body had memorized it and freed her mind to go elsewhere.

Where did her mind go? Sloane wondered about this more than was reasonable. She watched Iris strip the bed—her bed, the bed she'd barely slept in—and tried to read her the way Iris so clearly read rooms. But Iris gave away almost nothing. Her face was composed. Not blank—there was too much intelligence behind it for blank—but controlled. She noticed everything and showed nothing, which was a trick Sloane recognized because she'd spent her entire adult life doing the same thing, just with more expensive clothes and higher stakes.

The body pillow had been the crack. Such a small thing. Iris had looked at Sloane's bed, deduced from a single displaced pillow that she wasn't sleeping well, and done something about it without being asked. Without making it weird. Without the performance of concern that Sloane had learned to dread from the people in her life who used empathy as currency—I'm so worried about you as a prelude to gossip, You can always call me from people who never picked up.

Iris hadn't performed anything. She'd just brought a pillow.

Sloane slept with it every night now. Curled around it in the dark with her knees drawn up and her face pressed into the cotton case, which didn't smell like anything except clean linen and which she'd started to associate so strongly with the act of being cared for by a stranger that she sometimes pressed her nose into it and breathed deep and pretended the tightness in her chest was something other than loneliness.

On the eighth day—a Wednesday, warm, the kind of coastal afternoon where the light came through the windows like poured honey—Iris knocked at 1:17.

Sloane was ready. She'd been ready since noon. She'd changed out of the pullover and into the gray blouse, the one that fit better. She'd brushed her hair. She hadn't put on makeup—that felt like too much, like a declaration—but she'd scrubbed her face and moisturized and looked at herself in the mirror long enough to confirm that she looked human, if not exactly well.

She opened the door before the second knock.

Iris stood in the hallway with her cart, dark hair pinned back, navy uniform creased at the elbows from a morning of work. She had a smudge of something on her forearm—cleaning solution, maybe—and her eyes were sharp and brown and entirely unsurprised to find Sloane already at the door.

"Afternoon," Iris said.

"Hi."

A beat. Iris's gaze moved past Sloane into the room, a quick professional scan that Sloane now recognized as reflexive. She was reading the space the way a doctor reads a chart—vital signs first, then details.

"How's the pillow working out?" Iris asked, wheeling the cart inside.

"It's good. Great, actually. I've been sleeping better." This was mostly true. She'd gone from three hours a night to five, which felt like a medical miracle. "Thank you. Again."

"You thanked me three times already. I'm keeping count." There was something at the corner of Iris's mouth—not quite a smile, but the architecture of one. Sloane felt it in her chest.

She moved to the armchair by the window, her usual position when Iris worked. She'd learned the choreography of staying out of the way without leaving the room entirely. The armchair was the sweet spot—close enough to talk if talking happened, far enough to pretend she was just reading if it didn't.

She opened her book to page fourteen.

Iris began with the bathroom. Sloane heard the familiar sounds—faucet running, spray bottle, the soft squeak of a cloth on glass. She stared at the same paragraph she'd been staring at for eight days and didn't absorb a single word because she was listening. To the rhythm of Iris's work. To her footsteps on the tile. To the specific, barely audible hum Iris made while she cleaned, something tuneless and unconscious that Sloane suspected she didn't know she was doing.

"You're not reading that book," Iris said from the bathroom doorway.

Sloane looked up. Iris was leaning against the frame with a cleaning cloth in one hand, head tilted slightly, expression unreadable.

"What?"

"You've been on the same page since I started coming in here. Day one, it was open on the nightstand to—" She squinted slightly, remembering. "Somewhere near the front. It hasn't moved."

"Maybe I'm a slow reader."

"Nobody's that slow."

Sloane closed the book. Set it on the side table. "It's not a very good book."

"Then why are you reading it?"

"I'm not, apparently. You just pointed that out."

That almost-smile again. It changed Iris's whole face—softened the tiredness around her eyes, brought out something warm and slightly mischievous underneath the competence. Sloane wanted to make her do it again. She wanted to catalogue every version of not-quite-smiling Iris Moreno was capable of and file them away for later analysis.

This was a dangerous impulse. She recognized it. She chose to ignore it.

"What do you read?" Sloane asked.

Iris resumed working, moving to the bed. She stripped the sheets with the same precise, practiced snap Sloane had watched six times now and never tired of. "When I have time? Mysteries. The dumb ones, where you know who did it by chapter three but you keep going anyway because the detective is hot and the pacing's good."

"That's very specific criteria."

"I know what I like." Iris shook out a fresh fitted sheet. "You should try it. Reading something you actually enjoy instead of punishing yourself with—" She glanced at the cover. "—literary fiction about a woman who moves to Provence to find herself."

"It was highly recommended."

"By who?"

Sloane hesitated. By Catherine. Catherine had left it on the kitchen island the week before everything detonated, with a Post-it note that said Thought of you, S. A peace offering, maybe. Or a projection. Or just the reflexive generosity of a woman who was already leaving but hadn't told anyone yet. Sloane had shoved it in her bag when she packed because it was there and because some pathetic, unkillable part of her brain still responded to Catherine's recommendations the way a dog responds to a whistle—automatically, eagerly, without dignity.

"Someone I used to know," Sloane said.

Iris didn't push. She tucked the sheet under the mattress with smooth, efficient hands and moved on. That was the thing about her—she had an instinct for when a door was open and when it was closed, and she never forced one that wasn't ready. It made Sloane want to open them all. Just throw everything wide and let Iris walk through and read every room inside her the way she read this one.

"Can I ask you something?" Sloane said.

"Depends on the something."

"How long do people usually stay? Here, I mean. Long-term guests."

Iris glanced at her. "Depends. Business people, usually a week or two. Conference season, a few days. Then there's the other kind."

"What kind is that?"

"The between-lives kind." Iris said it without judgment, without pity, without the careful, loaded gentleness that would have made Sloane's spine go rigid. She said it like a fact, the same way she'd say the drain in 401 is slow. "People who are between one thing and the next and need somewhere to be while they figure out which direction to walk. We get a few every month. Some stay a week. Some stay a lot longer."

"And you clean their rooms the whole time."

"That's the job."

"Do you remember them? After they leave?"

Iris paused. She was holding a pillowcase, half-turned toward Sloane, and the light from the window caught the line of her jaw and the small dark mole just below her ear that Sloane had definitely not spent any time thinking about.

"Some of them," Iris said. "The ones who leave a mark."

"What kind of mark?"

"Not the kind you're thinking. Not trashed rooms or weird tips. I mean the ones who—" She stopped. Seemed to weigh whether to say the next part. Then: "The ones who let you see them. Most guests don't. You're invisible to them. Part of the furniture. But once in a while, someone actually looks at you while you're working, and you can tell they see a person, not a service. Those are the ones I remember."

She went back to making the bed. Sloane watched her hands smooth the duvet, precise and unhurried, and felt something crack open in her chest that she'd been holding shut for weeks.

"I see you," Sloane said quietly.

Iris's hands stilled. Just for a second—a hitch in the rhythm so brief that Sloane might have imagined it if she hadn't been watching so closely. Then Iris finished the bed, placed the chocolate on the pillow, and turned to face her.

"I know," she said. Her voice was steady, but something in her eyes wasn't. "That's why I remember your pillow."

They looked at each other. The room was very quiet. The afternoon light was doing the amber thing again, turning the white sheets gold and softening the lines of Iris's face until she looked like someone in a painting—not posed, not prettified, just caught in a moment of unguarded warmth that made Sloane's throat ache.

It lasted three seconds. Maybe four. Then Iris broke the gaze, tucked her cloth into her apron pocket, and moved toward the cart.

"I noticed you haven't unpacked," she said. Casual. Like they hadn't just had a conversation that Sloane was going to replay in the dark at 2 a.m. for the next week. "You need a dresser drawer liner? Some people find it easier to settle in if their clothes aren't living in a suitcase."

"I'm not sure I'm settling in."

Iris looked at her from the doorway. That direct, unhurried gaze that felt like being seen under a microscope and being held at the same time.

"You could start with one drawer," she said. "See how it feels."

She left. The door closed with its soft, hydraulic click, and the room was empty again except for Sloane and the body pillow and the unread book and the faint scent of whatever cleaning solution Iris used, which smelled like lemon and something faintly herbal and which had no business making Sloane feel the way it made her feel, which was safe.

She stood at the window for a long time. The courtyard below was empty. The gardener was gone. The light was starting to shift, sliding from amber to the cooler blue-gray of late afternoon, and the room was doing what hotel rooms did at this hour—settling into itself, becoming the place where evening happened, where room service arrived and the minibar hummed and the silence got thick enough to choke on.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. She didn't look at it. She knew who it was. Catherine called every other day now—not because she wanted Sloane back, but because she wanted absolution. She wanted Sloane to say I'm fine, I understand, no hard feelings, we're both adults. She wanted to metabolize her guilt by processing it through Sloane, which was what she'd always done—used Sloane as the mechanism for managing her own discomfort, the way you use a machine. Insert problem, receive smooth, competent resolution. Sloane had been so good at it. She'd been so fucking good at absorbing Catherine's chaos and converting it into order, and the reward for being good at it was being discarded the moment someone younger and less complicated came along.

She pressed her forehead against the glass. It was cool. Her breath fogged a small circle on the window. She drew an I in the condensation with her fingertip. Then erased it before she could think about why.

You could start with one drawer.

She crossed the room to the luggage rack. The suitcase sat there the way it had since she'd arrived—a sealed green monument to the life she'd packed in fifteen frantic minutes while Catherine stood in the doorway of their bedroom saying Sloane, can we please just talk about this in the maddeningly calm voice she used when she wanted to seem like the reasonable one.

Sloane unzipped it.

The sound was louder than she expected, or maybe the room was just that quiet. Inside: folded clothes, a toiletry bag, two pairs of shoes she'd grabbed at random, a charger, a notebook she hadn't opened, and a framed photo she didn't remember packing. She turned it over. Her and Catherine, two years ago, at a fundraiser—both of them in black, both of them smiling, Catherine's hand on the small of Sloane's back in a gesture that looked proprietary rather than affectionate. Sloane studied the photo the way she'd study a spreadsheet—looking for the data, the pattern, the thing she should have seen.

She looked happy. She hadn't been. She just hadn't known the difference yet.

She put the photo face-down in the nightstand drawer. Then she took out a blouse, shook it out, and hung it in the closet. Then another. Then the trousers. The cashmere pullover went in the top dresser drawer, which she lined with one of the extra towels Iris had left because she didn't have a liner and didn't want to call down for one because then it would be someone else who brought it and not Iris.

She unpacked the toiletry bag and arranged it on the bathroom counter: face wash, moisturizer, the expensive serum Catherine had gotten her hooked on and that she'd kept buying out of habit or spite, she wasn't sure which. Toothbrush went in the glass next to its lonely predecessor. She threw the old one away.

When she was done, the suitcase was empty. She folded it flat and slid it under the bed, out of sight. The room looked different. Not like home—nothing like home—but like a place where someone was living. Her clothes in the closet. Her shoes by the door. Her face wash on the counter.

She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled the body pillow into her lap. Held it against her chest the way she'd held it every night since Iris brought it, arms wrapped tight, chin resting on top.

One drawer. One drawer had turned into the whole suitcase.

Tomorrow, Iris would come back. She'd see the unpacked closet, the arranged bathroom, the suitcase gone from the rack. She'd read the room the way she always did—quickly, accurately, without comment—and she'd know what it meant.

Sloane was staying.

She didn't know for how long. She didn't know what came after. She didn't know if the woman who cleaned her room and brought her pillows and said I know with that steady, too-perceptive gaze was someone she should be thinking about this much, or if the thinking was just a symptom of how badly she needed any human connection at all, even one that came with a housekeeping cart and a forty-minute window between one and two p.m.

She didn't know. But for the first time in eight days, not knowing felt less like drowning and more like floating. Like maybe the water was holding her up instead of pulling her under. Like maybe it was okay to stop swimming for a minute and just be still.

She reached for her phone. Ignored Catherine's missed call. Opened the browser and searched: best mystery novels hot detective good pacing.

She ordered three from the bookshop down the street. Delivery to The Alcott, Room 412.

Guest name: Sloane Mercer.

Duration of stay: indefinite.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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The Details

Iris knew things about Sloane Mercer that Sloane Mercer didn't know she knew.

She knew that Sloane slept on the left side of a king bed meant for two, curled around the body pillow with her knees drawn up, the covers pulled to her chin on cold nights and kicked to her waist on warm ones. She knew this because the sheets told her — always rumpled on the left, always untouched on the right, a geography of solitude that Iris remade into smooth perfection six days a week without comment.

She knew Sloane showered in the morning and again at night, because the towels were always in pairs — one damp in the morning when Iris arrived, one folded and waiting on the rack to be used after dark. She used the hotel shampoo but not the conditioner. She left the bath mat slightly crooked, always angled toward the left, which meant she stepped out of the shower leading with her right foot. A small thing. The kind of thing only someone who studied surfaces for a living would notice, or someone who was paying a kind of attention that had stopped being professional about four days ago.

She knew Sloane ordered room service every night — soup, usually. Tomato bisque on Mondays and Wednesdays, French onion on the other days, always with toast, always with a glass of wine that she drank half of and left on the nightstand until Iris cleared it the next afternoon. The wine was always white. The glass always had a single lip print on the rim, precise and unrepeated, which meant she held it in the same position every time she drank. Controlled. Even her drinking was controlled.

She knew the mystery novels had arrived. Three of them, stacked on the nightstand in order of thickness, the top one already dog-eared to page eighty-something. This pleased Iris more than it should have. She'd noticed the spines — a detective series, exactly the kind of dumb, compulsively readable, hot-detective-good-pacing novels she'd described. Sloane had been listening. Sloane had gone and bought what Iris told her she liked.

She knew Sloane cried sometimes. Not from the sounds — the walls at The Alcott were thick — but from the evidence. A box of tissues that emptied faster than daily use would justify. A pillowcase Iris sometimes found faintly damp when she stripped the bed, the moisture concentrated in one spot near the edge where a face would press. The wastebasket occasionally held tissues crumpled into tight, angry fists, the kind you make when you're crying and furious about it at the same time.

She knew all of this. She kept all of it to herself. It was data, and data without context was just observation, and observation was her job. She was a housekeeper. She saw what people left behind and she cleaned it up and she didn't carry it home with her.

Except she was carrying it home with her.

She was carrying Sloane's half-finished wine and her crooked bath mat and her grief-crumpled tissues home with her every night, turning them over in her mind while she ate dinner alone at her kitchen counter, analyzing them with a focus that bordered on obsessive. She lay in bed and thought about the damp pillowcase and the untouched right side of the mattress and the single lip print on the glass, and she felt something tighten in her chest that she recognized as want and resented as inconvenient.

She didn't want to want a guest. She especially didn't want to want this guest — a woman who was clearly mid-collapse, who looked at Iris with those exhausted gray-blue eyes like she was the only solid thing in a room that kept tilting, who said I see you with a quiet intensity that had made Iris's hands go still on a duvet and her heart do something she wasn't prepared to examine.

She didn't want it. But she'd been doing this long enough to know that not wanting something didn't make it go away. It just made you quieter about it.

It was a Thursday, two weeks into Sloane's stay, and Iris was eighteen minutes behind schedule.

She knew she was behind because Drea told her. Drea kept meticulous track of everyone's timing, partly because she was competitive and partly because she was nosy and partly because she genuinely cared, though she would deny the third one under oath.

"You're slow today," Drea said, falling into step beside Iris in the service corridor. She was eating a granola bar with one hand and pushing her cart with the other, a feat of multitasking that Iris had never seen anyone else pull off. "You're usually done with the fourth floor by one-thirty. It's almost two."

"I had a late start."

"You had a long 412."

Iris didn't respond. She badged into the staging area and began restocking her cart — fresh sheets, towels, minibar inventory, the small chocolates in gold foil that she placed on pillows with a precision that would be embarrassing if she thought about it too hard.

Drea leaned against the doorframe and watched her with the expression of a woman who had already formed a theory and was just waiting for confirmation. "How long are you spending in that room?"

"Same as any room."

"Bullshit. I timed you on Tuesday. Forty-six minutes. You do 408 in twenty-two. You do the Hendersons' suite in thirty, and they leave hair in the drain every single day."

"412 is a bigger room."

"412 is the same size as 410. You do 410 in twenty-eight minutes." Drea crumpled the granola bar wrapper and tossed it into the trash without looking. "You're spending an extra twenty minutes in there, and I want to know why."

Iris stacked towels on her cart with more force than necessary. "She talks to me."

"They all talk to you. Mrs. Patterson in 406 talks to you for ten minutes every day about her grandchildren and her hip replacement, and you get out of there in twenty-five flat."

"Mrs. Patterson doesn't—" Iris stopped.

"Doesn't what?" Drea's voice went soft. Not teasing anymore. Careful. "Doesn't look at you like that?"

"Like what?"

Drea gave her a look that said she wasn't going to dignify that question with an answer. They both knew like what. They'd both seen it — the way certain guests looked at staff when the professional membrane dissolved and something personal leaked through. It happened. Hotels were intimate spaces, and housekeeping was the most intimate service in them. You entered people's rooms while they were raw, half-dressed, still warm from sleep. You handled their sheets. You saw the evidence of their nights. Some guests found that proximity uncomfortable. Some found it invisible.

And some found it something else entirely.

"She's going through something," Iris said. "I'm being decent."

"You're being more than decent. You're bringing her special pillows and spending twice as long in her room as anyone else on the floor. You're—" Drea stopped. Started again, gentler. "Look. She seems like a nice woman. She's polite, she tips well, she's clearly having a terrible time and she doesn't take it out on staff, which is more than I can say for half the guests in this building. But she's a guest, Iris. She's not a rescue project."

"I'm not rescuing anyone."

"No? Then what are you doing?"

Iris closed the supply closet. Checked her cart. Looked at Drea — her best friend at this job, the woman who'd covered her shifts and shared her lunches and told her honestly when her last girlfriend was wrong for her — and tried to find an answer that was true without being the whole truth.

"I'm doing my job," she said. "She just happens to be in the room while I do it."

Drea stared at her for a long three seconds. Then she sighed and squeezed Iris's arm. "Just be careful. The between-lives ones are always the hardest to let go of. They need you until they don't, and then they check out and you're standing in an empty room holding a body pillow."

"That's bleak."

"That's housekeeping, baby." Drea pushed off the doorframe. "I've got the third floor. Don't spend an hour in there."

Iris spent an hour in there.

Not on purpose. She'd planned a standard service — thirty minutes, in and out, professional distance, Drea's voice in her head like a conscience she hadn't asked for. She knocked at 1:22. No answer. She knocked again. Nothing. She checked the system — no DND, no out-of-room request. Sloane sometimes went for walks in the afternoon now, short ones around the block that she'd started taking in the last few days, and Iris assumed she was out.

She badged in.

The room was dim. Curtains half-drawn, the afternoon light filtering through gauze into soft, underwater patterns on the carpet. The bed was made — Sloane's version, not Iris's, the duvet pulled up but not tucked, the body pillow propped against the headboard. Mystery novel facedown on the nightstand, open to a page in the second half. Progress. The room service tray from the night before was on the desk, soup bowl empty, wine glass with its faithful half-inch of white and that single lip print.

Iris started with the tray. Stacked the dishes, wiped the desk, set the tray in the hallway for pickup. She moved to the bed. Stripped the sheets, working on autopilot, her hands doing the choreography while her mind catalogued the room — same as always, careful as always, except today something was different and she couldn't place it. The bathroom door was mostly closed, not all the way, a two-inch gap leaking a thin sliver of light.

She assumed the light had been left on. Guests did that constantly. She pulled the duvet free, bundled the sheets, carried them to her cart, returned with fresh linens, and was halfway through fitting the bottom sheet when she heard it.

Not a sound, exactly. More like the absence of one. A held breath. A quality of silence that was occupied rather than empty, the way a room feels different when someone is in it even if they're not making noise.

Iris straightened. Looked at the bathroom door.

"Sloane?"

Nothing. Then — very quietly — a breath released. Controlled. The sound of someone who'd been trying not to be heard and had just been caught at it.

Iris crossed the room. She pushed the bathroom door open slowly, carefully, the way you'd open a door when you weren't sure what was behind it and wanted to give whatever it was time to prepare.

​
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