
 

Eight to Six at the Temple City Motel 
 
By Pete Gomben 
 
 

Dear Maria, I began writing on the yellow pad, Too much time has passed since I’ve seen 

you.  I always think of our time together in the desert and how we— 

The phone rang. I answered: “Thanks for calling the Temple City Motel, where you can 

check out any time you’d like, as long as you pay your bill.  How may I direct your call?” 

“Do you have any vacancies tonight?” said the man on the other end of the line. 
 

I asked the caller to hold even though I knew the motel was only half booked. One thing 

you learn in the business is never to seem too eager. When people sense eagerness they start to 

feel entitled. Better to keep things a bit hazy. That was a lesson that even now I sometimes 

forget. 

I scribbled a lopsided geometric figure on the daily registration log for a minute, then 

picked up the receiver and told the caller that we did have one room left in our southern wing 

that evening. I continued with the standard spiel—cash only, no pets, and no coffee or Danishes 

in the morning.  He seemed agreeable and said he would arrive in a couple hours, then hung up. 

I returned to the letter. 

never could take our eyes off the moon and the stars.  Often I wonder what 
 

That was as far as I had gotten in the previous three attempts before balling up the paper 

and tossing it into the rusted garbage can in the corner of the tiny office. I thought about spilling 

coffee on this copy of the letter just so I could justify tossing it out as well, but I slid the pad into 

the top drawer of the desk and stepped outside for some fresh air. Nine o’clock and time for me 

to patrol the parking lot to clean up the random bits of trash that fill the cracks between the 

asphalt and the concrete foundations of the buildings. 



 

“My god,” I thought, “how many twisted dreams lie at rest in those tiny crevices?” 
 

Probably at least one for each of the cigarette butts that I fished out using a twig and a 

penknife. One of the butts was still smoldering a little and I felt the old sweaty urge rising inside 

me like a devil tide.  I pulled a plastic straw from my pocket and began chewing it savagely. 

Nothing to be gained and a lot to be lost by returning to old ways. I crushed the butt with the toe 

of my sneaker and meandered toward the Ace dumpster in the back, collecting soda cup lids and 

dental floss picks and a car air freshener with a broken string. The latter still smelled good, 

maybe like lavender, but I couldn’t tell for sure.  I never was good at judging beautiful things. 

Discarding stuff that still is useful is a sin, though, so I knotted what little string remained into a 

loop and hung it from tree in the back of the lot. There it dangled like a Christmas ornament in 

June.  It made me smile. 

I tossed the rest of the junk in the dumpster and let the top drop with a clang that was 

louder than I intended, but no one else noticed so I didn’t worry about it. I returned to the front 

porch and sat on the third-and-a-half step. The half step at the very bottom must have resulted 

when they repaved the parking lot, but that was before my time. The sun had set and the air 

finally cooled.  I leaned against the rusty railing and fell asleep. 

*** 
 

“Hey, can I use your phone?” I heard a woman say. It was Janelle, who worked at the salon 

next door and at whom I now looked with drowsy eyes. She poked my ankle with the tip of her 

slingback. “I left my phone in the salon and came back for it, but then I locked my phone and my 

keys inside….”  She shrugged and giggled.  I unlocked the office and let her use the



 

telephone, then as she left she touched my arm and said thanks. She smelled of perfume and 

temptation.  I remembered my letter to Maria, so I sat at the desk again and continued writing. 

you are doing these days.  I can’t remember the last time we talked.  Was it March? 
 

Of course I remembered the last time we’d spoken—it was a Saturday afternoon in March 

and before we hung up, I’d promised to visit her in California. I also remember she had sounded 

tired when she said that a visit from me would be nice, as if it was something she’d said many 

times before. I hoped that if I wrote in the letter that I didn’t remember, that she wouldn’t 

remember either, or at least that she’d forgive me. I put the pad back in the drawer and went 

outside. 

The lamb’s-ear and the roses out front looked dry, so I unrolled the hose and began to 

spray them with water. I kept spraying even after the water began to pool around the base of the 

plants because I’d read that even if the soil on top seems drenched, the soil down by the roots 

that need it most might be dry. Just because you can see some things doesn’t mean you know all 

things. 

I sprayed the grass by the sidewalk, then I dragged the hose across the parking lot and 

soaked the grass growing on the dirt that had been dumped inside the old swimming pool. There 

were bodies buried underneath, I told myself, and if I ever got tired with my job, one day I would 

just start digging until I found some bones or until the owner saw what I was doing and fired me. 

A little before one in the morning the foot traffic on the sidewalk increased as the bar up the 

street closed and patrons began wobbling their way home. One guy fell off the curb and his buddies 

helped him back onto the sidewalk as they laughed. They seemed happy, at least at the moment.  I 

began to feel sweaty again, and thirsty, so I returned to the desk and picked up the 



 

pencil once more. The lead was dull so I whittled it with my penknife. The shavings dropped to 

the floor. 

I don’t know how to say it, or rather to write it, but—here I almost scratched out the entire 

line and tore up the paper, but I kept going—it would be great to see you again. When will you be— 

A sharp rap on the door made me jump in my chair. A man with a small dog in his arms 

looked at me through the glass. I’d forgotten about the reservation earlier in the evening, so I let 

the man in and took his information. I thought about reminding him that the motel did not allow 

pets, but how much damage could a little dog do?  And even if it did chew on a bedspread or crap 

in the corner of the room, it was just a dog and it didn’t know any better. If you can’t love 

something for what it is, then what kind of person are you, really? 

I watched through the glass as the man parked beside his room and unloaded his luggage. 

His little dog sat by the door and watched intently until the man signaled with a flick of his hand 

and the animal skittered inside. I took one last walk-around of the property for the night, then sat 

in the office working crossword puzzles until my replacement arrived at quarter to six. 

“What’s this?” he said, holding up the pad of paper with my letter to Maria. 
 

“A letter to a friend,” I said. I tore the sheet from the pad. Folded it. Slipped it into my 

pocket.  Then I went home. 
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