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			New Tenant in the Second D

			It’s hard to say that the city of Detroit—nestled in the northwestern corner of the United States—is a very suitable place for melancholic souls when winter arrives. Not even the November snowfalls are heavy enough to be a topic of conversation among neighbors. Even the air blowing in from the Great Lakes maintains the same intensity almost year-round. The auto factories have practically shut their doors in the face of the rise of —made in Japan— vehicles, and many residents chose years ago to seek better opportunities in other states. Those who decided to stay prefer to take refuge in their Art Deco homes in the neighborhoods of Sherwood Forest, Green Acres, or Palmer Woods, or they often gather at Lafayette Park, or shop at the Oriental Market if it’s a week of big sales. For some time now, the heaviest foot traffic has been concentrated mainly in two places. One is Henry Ford Hospital, where sirens wail as ambulances come and go every minute. There, long lines of people without resources or social safety nets wait their turn at the slightest symptom of anything. Bored hypochondriacs. The other spot is Marygrove College. Pretty much everyone has passed through its classrooms at one time or another. And from there to Wayne State University, of course. A well-trodden path. Detroit is a city without surprises. But if you’re under 40 and spent your teenage years there, you can’t forget that great rock icons have emerged from its streets. People like Madonna, Eminem, Alice Cooper, and of course… there’s still the Motown record label—a true, intact relic—from which the greatest names in soul music emerged during the glorious ’60s. It’s true, Natalie Winwood isn’t forty. She isn’t even close to her 26th birthday, but her parents have passed down to her a deep love for good music and a vast collection of vinyl records, including rare finds and true gems from another era. She doesn’t listen to them very often. She prefers her online playlist. But she knows they have considerable market value, and although she would never part with them, she finds comfort in knowing she has a small nest egg should she face any financial difficulties. Natalie is what’s known in slang as a —nerd— or a —freak——as her high school classmates used to yell at her every day. A weird girl, so to speak. If by —weird— you mean her passion for collecting insects, a somewhat Victorian style of dress, and a certain taste for European cinema—especially the films of Ingmar Bergman. Not to mention spending hours and hours poring over her personal computer and every nook and cranny of social media. Ever since her mother died, when she was just 15, she’s had very few opportunities to form a true friendship with someone of the same sex. As for the opposite sex, she doesn’t. And the latter might be attributed to the fact that Stuart, her father, moved to Los Angeles in search of better opportunities. In truth, they say he left in pursuit of a new set of legs. Natalie felt it was a betrayal of her mother and of herself. Even a not-too-bright psychologist could see that. Any of the guys who go jogging every morning along the shore of Lake Saint Clair would pass right by Natalie without noticing her. Thick-rimmed glasses, a long skirt, a blouse buttoned all the way up to the neck. An image straight out of the TV series —Little House on the Prairie—. And yet, beneath her mountain of shyness, Natalie hides an attractive, toned body. She takes two baths a day, just as her mother taught her. She has health-conscious eating habits, inherited from her father, and a special fondness for walking—especially on spring Sunday mornings, when the grebes dive like winged arrows into the lake’s waters in search of food for their young. From a distance, no one would guess she’s older than 16 or 17. If she took off those old-fashioned clothes, of course. However, Nat doesn’t worry much about how others see her. She doesn’t even bother to look in the mirror. She’s simply completely immersed in the mechanical routine of a city that long ago lost its luster.

			***

			That morning, Natalie woke up like she did every morning, immediately responding to the buzzing sound of her cell phone’s alarm. She walked, still half-asleep, to the bathroom, lifted the wooden toilet seat, and sat down, trying to wake herself up while brushing her teeth. Then she turned on the water heater, opened the hot water faucet in the shower, and took a quick shower. She headed to the kitchen after making her bed and poured a handful of her favorite cereal into the yellow ceramic bowl. She turned on the TV to check the temperature and took the opportunity to catch up on the news. The news anchor was talking about three murders that had occurred the night before in different parts of Detroit. This was something she, like the rest of the residents, was more than used to. Fires and murders had been commonplace in the city throughout the ’70s and ’80s. But now Detroit ranked only sixth among the country’s most dangerous cities. It might not seem like it, but it was progress. —In any case, it’s not safe enough to walk alone at night on Dearborn,— Natalie thought. She finished her glass of cold skim milk, turned off the TV, rinsed the dishes, grabbed her coat from the coat rack and the keys to her small car, and, closing the door to her apartment behind her, went downstairs to the porch. As she did so, she spotted a moving truck parked at the entrance to the old building and some men in overalls speaking with Irish accents and handling large wicker baskets and small pieces of furniture. Suddenly, this girl appeared in the doorway. She was about his age, perhaps a few years older. She was a little taller and wore her hair tied in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. She was struggling somewhat to carry a heavy vase and some thick volumes of books under her left arm, all while trying to hold the front door open with her right leg so it wouldn’t close. Natalie quickened her pace and held the door open to let her in. She immediately felt a surge of warmth when the stranger looked up, flashed her a smile, and spoke to her very frankly.

			— Hey, thanks so much! Here, hold these for me, please—and she handed her the books while extending a hand in greeting, in a movement that nearly sent the vase crashing to the floor—I’m Gretchen, the new tenant in 2D. Natalie found that clumsiness amusing—it was something she’d always recognized so well in herself.

			—Hi, welcome. My name is Natalie, and I live in 1E. Count on me for whatever you need—the comment seemed to surprise the new neighbor, who gave her another broad, genuine smile. There was something about that girl…

			—Whatever I need? To be honest, where I come from, that kind of generosity isn’t very common. Well, then, you can count on me, too. I think we’ll be good friends.— Natalie was a little taken aback. But why not? She hadn’t had a real friend in years, and the loneliness felt especially heavy on certain days of the week. Maybe life was giving her a chance.

			—Listen,— said Natalie, —I’m on my way to work right now, but I’ll be back this afternoon around six. If you want, I’ll stop by and help you unpack the boxes, move the furniture, or whatever you need.

			—Are you sure? That’s great! New York—I don’t think I’m going to miss you,— said Gretchen, tossing out the phrase along with a crystal-clear laugh that bounced off the walls of the small hallway. And then she disappeared up the stairs, leaving a trail of perfume behind her.

			Natalie got into her compact car and drove down 10th Street to where it meets Grand River Avenue, and from there straight toward Mack Avenue, skirting the clothing stores of Cass Corridor along Antoine Street. She’d been working there for over a year and a half. It wasn’t a particularly exciting job, but they treated her with respect; she had an hour for lunch, and they even gave her a voucher for the McDonald’s on the corner of Rivard and Mack. Nat hated junk food, but this allowed her to save a few extra dollars that helped her pay the rent on her modest sublet studio. Besides, her friend Norry—quite the character—worked there, manning the counter as if it were his own burger chain. He was a good-natured, affable guy, with a perpetual smile on his face and a certain overprotective air that she found particularly appealing. Norry wasn’t the brightest, but when it came to making up silly jokes, he was the best, and he always made her burst out laughing. The afternoon passed without much happening. Very few people were milling about the racks, which obviously led Mr. Harris, her boss, to blurt out for the twentieth time that phrase he was so fond of: —My God! Detroit isn’t what it used to be; if this keeps up, we’ll all have to leave in droves. This place is falling apart.— He stroked his graying beard, scratched his bald spot, and shook his head from side to side, implying that this was the end of the road. Around five o’clock, Natalie put a coin in the coffee machine and poured herself an espresso. The place was truly deserted. —Maybe Mr. Harris is right after all,— she thought. But then she remembered her encounter with that girl—her new neighbor—and her eyes sparkled like two giant pearls standing out on the sand, struck by a ray of sunlight in the middle of the afternoon. The buzzer sounded as usual, signaling the shift change. Natalie grabbed her purse and coat, said goodbye to her coworkers, and headed toward the large exit doors. Then, behind her, she heard Mr. Harris’s heart-wrenching voice again: —We’d better start looking for new jobs, folks. It’s the end—this is the end!—

			Natalie raised her eyebrows, rolled her eyes toward the ceiling, and left that den of despair behind. She certainly had a good reason to live now that someone new had come into her life. —You settle for so little, Natalie Winwood…— she could almost hear her mother’s voice. She drove enthusiastically down the Chrysler Freeway while listening to an old, catchy song coming from her car’s tiny speakers. A fantastic tune by The Supremes featuring Diana Ross. In that moment, she thought it was all worth it—even if only for as long as that infectious soul beat continued to rumble sweetly through the cabin of her small, old, beat-up car.

			The Sun’s Golden Apples

			Gretchen heard a faint ring and thought it was her cell phone. She began looking around for the source of the sound, but a second ring alerted her: it wasn’t the phone but the door. She peered through the peephole and saw a girl holding a motorcycle helmet in one hand and a pizza box in the other. She furrowed her brow.

			—Who is it?

			—Delivery. Did you order a pepperoni pizza?— She hadn’t placed any order, but they say opportunity makes the thief. And her stomach was growling with hunger.

			—One minute, please—she replied.

			She undid her bun and shook out her thick mane of copper-colored hair, which spilled generously over her shoulders. She unbuttoned the top two buttons of her blue shirt, and the curve of her two firm, snow-white breasts came into view. She opened the door with complete nonchalance, as if nothing were out of the ordinary. Standing beneath the doorframe, holding a giant cardboard box, was a young woman no older than 19, her beautiful teenage face etched with utter indifference.

			—A girl delivering pizza, huh? Come on in, please—don’t just stand there. I have the money in my purse… which I left somewhere… around here… It’s just that I’ve only recently moved in—the young woman took a couple of hesitant steps and heard the door close behind her. She set the pizza down on a stack of boxes and waited, chewing her gum thoughtfully.

			—I must have put that damn purse somewhere… I can’t be that disorganized.

			—Just moved, huh?—the young delivery girl sat down on a small wooden stool by the window. That was just what she needed, Gretchen thought as she watched her out of the corner of her eye, and a very familiar sensation tingled in her gut, producing a certain warmth in her stomach.

			—That’s fine, make yourself comfortable. I’ll tell you what we’ll do. While I look for it and you rest a bit, we’ll have a drink.

			Gretchen took a bottle of bourbon out of one of the boxes, went to the fridge, pulled out an ice bucket, grabbed two empty jelly jars, and, using them as glasses, filled them with a generous pour of that corn whiskey. Finally, she added a splash of diet soda to each one. The ice cubes clinked and danced in the jars.

			—All right, now let’s toast to my new apartment and my new life, since you’re my first guest.

			The delivery girl hadn’t moved an inch from her uncomfortable stool. Accustomed to dealing with all kinds of strangers, schooled by the streets, she saw this coming. She took a sip from the glass with some suspicion, and her young muscles tensed slightly.

			—Look, it’s not for any reason, but I have to get back to my deliveries.— Gretchen didn’t even register the excuse.

			—All right, take it easy. First, tell me your name.

			—Penny,— the young woman muttered under her breath, sounding a bit annoyed.

			—I like that. All right, Penny, come on—you don’t want to ruin my party, do you?— And as she spoke these words, Gretchen moved to stand just a few millimeters away from the young woman, who began to get nervous. She gestured for her to bring her glass closer and held out her own for a toast.

			—Come on, cheer up. Do it for me, will you? For God’s sake, don’t be a party pooper.

			—All right, but just a little, and then I’m leaving.— Penny gulped it down roughly, feeling the thick, woody taste of the bourbon slide down her parched throat. The

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
						
					

				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/1.png





OEBPS/image/LET-ME-IN-ENG600.jpg





