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To everyone living north of Delmar, including the Delmar Loop in University City, and to Washington University. My time there made everything after possible.






CHAPTER 1


Welcome to Saint Louis, I tell myself. I’m on a city bus headed for University City and, fingers crossed, a waiting apartment. Before this bus, I was on a Greyhound bus for five hours. I’m tired and anxious and very sweaty.

Across the aisle, a boom box is playing the Lovin’ Spoonful’s “Summer in the City.” A teenager sporting an Afro and beads is sitting halfway into the aisle and dancing to the music, as well as you can dance sitting on a bus seat. He doesn’t smell so great.

I ooze away from him, pressing into the duffel bag in the seat next to me. My T-shirt is stuck to my back and pulls away as I move. Ick—I’m the one who doesn’t smell so great. After twenty-four hours of sharing marginally air-conditioned space with smokers and families packing fried food, I really need a shower. It’s midday and the bus isn’t full, so I’m hoping the duffel bag and backpack will ward off potential seatmates. I look up and see the boom box kid is looking at me, grinning.

“S’cool, I’m friendly,” he says. He must have noticed me oozing away. I lean forward, shift in my seat, pretend that’s all I was doing. I smile at him ruefully.

“It’s definitely summer in the city,” I say to him.

“Cool song, gotta love them oldies,” he says. He closes his eyes and hums with his boom box. Funny, the song is ten years old but doesn’t seem like an oldie on this particular day. I’m guessing it gets a lot of airtime in the summer. In the city, or anyway cities like this one.

“Is it always this hot here in May?” I ask and then think I shouldn’t be giving away the fact that I’m new here and possibly vulnerable.

“Don’t know where you’re from, but it’s June in this town.” He goes back to humming.

I sigh. Of course it’s June, June 1, 1976, the day my lease starts. It’s just that it was May when I last slept somewhere other than the seat of a Greyhound bus. The song ends and the DJ informs us that we’re listening to KSLQ and that it is indeed hot in the city: “It’s eighty-eight outside, but we’re stayin’ cool on KSLQ.”

I look out the window, check the cross street, look at the map in my hand. I’ve got a lot of luggage, and I don’t want to miss my stop.

“You goin’ a WashU?” The kid’s talking to me again.

“Yes. Well, going to University City right now.”

“That’s cool. U City’s cool. You live there?”

I don’t know how much I want to tell this guy, but he’s the most pleasant person I’ve run into since boarding the Greyhound.

“I plan to. I’m supposed to pick up my key by three o’clock.” I look at my watch. It’s only a little after two so I don’t need to worry, although I will anyway.



Worrying is what I do, and I come by it naturally. Way back in my bassinet, I must have seen that no one else in my family worried about much of anything, so it was up to me. My father didn’t worry enough to even come around all that much. He would drop in for a day, a week, a month. He’d treat every kid on the block to Popsicles from the ice cream truck. We’d go to the zoo or the amusement park. And then he’d be gone. Mom was happy when Dad was around and just as happy when he wasn’t. She cut hair in a makeshift salon in the garage, and if she had customers, we had food. If she didn’t have customers, we’d poke around the back of the cupboards looking for forgotten cans of beans or packets of spaghetti. If Dad came around at Labor Day flush with cash, Mom would sign us up at St. Joseph’s school and pay our annual book fee, twenty dollars for me and seventeen for my little sister. If Dad didn’t come around before school started, we went to Hope Street Elementary.

So, I worried for the whole family. I worried about whether Dad would be home for Christmas. I worried when the milk carton or the peanut butter jar was almost empty. I saved my milk money and drank water from the drinking fountain, then gave the nickels back to my mother for groceries. I begged the nuns to let me be one of the two seventh-grade girls who helped in the cafeteria and got a free lunch. On Saturdays I swept the floor and handed out capes in my mother’s makeshift salon in hopes of tips.

Worry never did any good, but I did it anyway. For all I knew, the milk and peanut butter would disappear entirely if I didn’t worry about it. Schoolwork, on the other hand, was the one place where worry could be translated into success. So I worked hard in school, and my grades showed it. I liked math best, because I could do the problems and know they were finished and they were correct. I loved English and social studies too, but it was a lot harder to be sure of an A on a writing assignment. I did all the extra-credit homework, just to make sure. I finished eighth grade at the top of my class. That year was a St. Joe year, so I had taken the exam for St. Stanislaus High School. I won a scholarship, ensuring four years at the same school. I breathed a sigh of relief. I would have a uniform, so I wouldn’t have to worry about my clothes, which were mostly hand-me-downs from Mom’s customers.

The first week of high school, we had an assembly in the gym to meet the teachers who were new that year. Among the new staff was the school’s first-ever college counselor, who worked three mornings a week. In her short introductory speech, she told all the seniors that they were required to sign up for a meeting with her before the end of the first quarter, even if they were not interested in college. This was almost certainly the first time I had thought about college. I knew nothing about college whatsoever, but I decided at that moment that I was going to go.

By that time, I had started babysitting for neighborhood kids. I opened a savings account at the parish credit union. My mother had to sign the form, and I gave her a long look when she handed it back to me. For the first time in my life, I had a shred of distrust. I hedged and put half my earnings in a book that I hollowed out, bit by bit. It was a book of poems. I was pretty sure no one in my family would ever open it.






CHAPTER 2


“Nice talking to you.”

I look up and realize the teenager is speaking again. He is standing up, ready to get off the bus.

“Oh! Yes, you too. I think I zoned out for a minute there.”

“This is my stop—I work at Talayna’s. The Loop is just another few blocks. I’m Lamont, by the way. Stop by Talayna’s sometime.” He reaches over and shakes my hand.

Lamont waves and is gone, and I realize he’s turned off the boom box and the cool-guy attitude. He’s walking down the street like a college student. I wonder what the Loop is and then wonder what Talayna’s could be.



I’m not actually going straight to my new apartment on Wingate Avenue; I have to pick up the keys first. I’ve been given an address on Delmar and told to ask Mr. Lipschultz for them.

It’s all I can do to heave my luggage out of the bus before it roars away, diesel fumes spewing. As if I’m not smelly enough. I check the addresses on the storefronts, cross Delmar, and walk slowly down the street, looking for something that could be a real estate office. Instead, I find myself standing in front of a dark, dingy storefront, very small. LIPSCHULTZ AND SON it says on the door, JEWELERS. The number and the name are right, so I heave the door open and drag my luggage through. It’s hot and dusty inside. And dark, after the glaring sunshine outside.

“May I help you?” I make out the shape of a man behind the counter. Short, thin, and rather elderly, I’m guessing. His voice is formal with a trace of accent. I don’t know enough about accents to place it.

“Yes, I’m Novelle. I’m here to pick up keys to my apartment. Mrs. Marzello said you would have them.”

“Oh yes, Novelle. I am pleased to meet you.” He reaches across the counter to shake my hand. “I have the keys for you.” His voice sounds sad to me.

He turns around, and I see that the shop is more a repair shop than a jewelry store. On the counter under a bright work light is a watch in what looks like dozens of pieces. I look at my own watch, my grandmother’s watch, which has been running fast. It’s not three o’clock yet; I didn’t keep him late. He turns back to me.

“Here they are,” he says. “The outside door, the apartment door, and the mailbox. I am sorry, I do not know which of the door keys works in which door.” I reach out to take the keys. The sleeve on the arm he has extended has slipped toward his elbow, and I see a fraction of a tattoo in the wrinkled skin. He doesn’t look like a Marine to me. He pulls back his arm and tugs the sleeve down.

His smile is friendly enough, but it’s clear that he has nothing more to say. I have a lot of questions about the apartment and the neighborhood, but I can tell that this is not the place to ask them. I thank him and escape to the slightly fresher air of Delmar.

I consult my map. Only a block or so to Wingate. I struggle along with my luggage, which seems heavier, as if it has absorbed pounds of smoke and dust and humidity. I cross the street, check addresses. I’m not sure how far down Wingate I have to go, and I’d really like to stop in the Dairy Queen and cool off. But most of all, I want to drop my duffel, wash my face, and find out what my apartment looks like.



This will be my first apartment ever. I spent my four undergraduate years in dorms, the last two as an RA for the sake of a free room. Those last two years I had a single, but it was tiny, barely big enough for the built-in bed and desk. And both years I was supervising first-year floors, with all the energy and angst and noise of teenagers away from home for the first time. I loved the job, and the kids, but now I am more than ready for a little more space, a little less noise, and a lot more privacy.

All the buildings on Wingate are brick, mostly three-story apartment buildings. Mine is two blocks down. The key to the outer door works and I haul everything inside. I take a moment to catch my breath and check the mailbox, not that I’m expecting anything. The key doesn’t work.

My unit is on the second floor, Apartment 2B. I like the sound of To-Be. The key doesn’t work. I pull out the rental contract, which clearly says 2B. I look at the paper key tag. It says 3D. So now what? Do I have the wrong contract, the wrong apartment, or the wrong key, or even the wrong building? I leave the luggage and trot downstairs to check the address, in case I belong in the mirror image building next door. Nope.

Back at 2B, I knock and no one responds, not surprising on a workday afternoon. I try upstairs at 3D. No one answers there either, but the key works. I open the door slowly.

“Hello? Is anyone here?” A black cat zooms in from the hallway, leaps onto a sofa, and sits looking at me as if he had been there all the time. Why am I looking at a cat and a sofa?

“Hello,” I call a little louder. The apartment has the empty, airless feel of a vacant space. I’ve entered enough empty dorm rooms to know. Once I’m all the way into this one, it’s pretty clear that the cat and the couch are the only inhabitants. That, and a phone on the floor. I lift the receiver and get a dial tone. Thank you, Previous Tenant, for not shutting off the phone. I dial the number on the contract.

After six rings, I’m trying to think of a Plan B, but I can’t, so I let it keep ringing.

“Hello?” A sleepy voice.

“Hi, my name is Novelle. Is this Mrs. Marzello?”

“Yeees.”

“I’m the new tenant on Wingate. I’m a little confused. My rental agreement says Apartment 2B but the key says 3D. Did I get the wrong key from Mr. Lipschultz? Or … or something?”

Silence on the other end, and then some throat clearing.

“Do you want my daughter-in-law?” she finally says. “Wait up.” She sounds more awake now.

In the background, I hear muffled conversation. The phone has a long cord, and I walk around investigating. The tiny bedroom has a bed with no bedding. The closet has a winter coat, a down comforter, and a few flannel shirts, plus a very small and completely empty chest of drawers. No one lives here.

I wander into the kitchen, which has a fork, a plate, two glasses, a bag of sugar, two cans of tuna, and an almost-empty Cheerios box at the back of a cupboard. No table, no chairs. And if not exactly barren, everything left has the air of discards.

I’m startled when I hear Mrs. Marzello again.

“She says to tell you she isn’t here, but you can call back later.” This time there is a note of mischief in her voice.

“She’s actually there, isn’t she?”

“Yes, she says you can call, what, after five?” The last bit is indistinct, as if she’s turned away from the phone. I hear more muffled conversation and then a different voice comes on.

“Hello, this is Mrs. Marzello. I’m sorry, Mother is a bit confused these days.”

I’m not interested in the Marzello family drama. Well, a little interested, but mostly I want to resolve the apartment question before dark. I have no backup plan if I can’t sleep here. I’m almost regretting the phone call. I should have just moved into 3D.

“Well, my rental agreement says I’m in 2B, but the key says 3D. I’m in 3D now, and there is some furniture and a cat.”

“No pets! That’s in the contract!”

“Right, and I don’t have a cat. But there is a cat here, along with some furniture. Is this the right apartment or is someone else still in 3D? Am I in 3D or 2B? The building on Wingate.”

“Oh, in the Loop.” Her tone changes slightly. “I can rent you that furniture.” I picture Mrs. Marzello’s mother-in-law in the background, rolling her eyes. Which is what I would be doing if I weren’t starting to wonder how quickly I can find another apartment and whether I can get my deposit money back on this one.

“No, thanks,” I say. “I just want to know which apartment is mine. Should I stay here, in 3D, or if I’m supposed to be in 2B, like my contract says, can you bring me the keys? Right now?” I add because I’m losing patience. I’m looking at the bathroom now. They took the toilet paper. Definitely moved out.

“Oh, well, you said you’re in 3D, right? So that’s fine.” I’m beginning to think she’s well into happy hour and the last thing she wants to do is leave her martini to deliver keys.

I pull the shower curtain aside. There isn’t actually a shower. It’s a clawfoot tub with a shower curtain on a ring suspended from the ceiling.

“Hey, there isn’t a shower here. The contract says there’s a shower.”

“Oh, I’m sure there is a shower. I remember seeing a shower curtain, so that’s all right. You just call back if you need anything.”

“Wait!” I really want that shower; I was very careful reading the ads. I only called about apartments that specified showers. And now I’m racing to the kitchen to make sure the promised refrigerator and stove work.

If they don’t, it’s too late—she’s hung up. I’m not completely reassured, but I’ve come to the conclusion that 3D isn’t not my apartment, and that I’m staying. The living room is a comfortable size and the bedroom and kitchen are big enough for someone who just moved out of a dorm room. It’s got a lot of windows, and I throw them open to let in fresh air and find that the day is cooling off. I inspect the bed, which is just a mattress and box springs sitting on concrete blocks. It’s unstained except for a shoeprint in one corner. I look at the sofa and matching chair, which appear to be borrowed from someone’s solarium. They have bamboo frames and thick tropical-print cushions. They look comfortable. But I don’t get too close. One of my RA tasks was treating every mattress on my floor for lice just before move-in day and just after move-out day. A task not on the official list was telling my freshmen about crab lice and other uncomfortable realities of dorm life. And besides, I need toilet paper. I take one more look at my showerless tub, get my wallet and keys, and walk back to Delmar.

The hardware store has lice spray, and I look at the plumbing while I’m there, then throw myself on the mercy of the clerk at the counter. I explain my shower situation and ask if they have something I can attach to the spigot and use to at least wash my hair. It seems I’m not the first person to ask. He says that most of the apartments in the Loop are like mine and brings me a device made from a length of hose, a hose clamp, a shower head, and a bracket. He shows me how to attach it to the wall with mollies, and I leave happy. I stop at the 7-Eleven for food and toilet paper, thinking I’ll have to figure out where the real grocery store is soon.

On my way back, I check the mailbox for 3D. The key works. Inside are a phone bill and a postcard addressed to David Black. I leave them for the moment and head upstairs.



While the lice, if there are any, are suffering their fate at the hands of the bug spray, I dig through my duffel for the little toolbox I had used to solve all kinds of problems at my dorms. When I get ready to install the showerhead, I see that this isn’t the first time one of these handmade devices has been screwed into the wall. Apparently, David Black decided to take it with him. But I’m only out four dollars and I have my shower, my apartment, and a bed. I spread out my sheets and sleep.






CHAPTER 3


Bells rouse me at six o’clock. Soft and almost familiar, but what is it? I get up, stretching my neck, which is sore from sleeping without a pillow. I look out the north window, which seems to be where the bells are coming from. Ah, church bells—the morning Angelus.

The sun is up, and now I’m up, on my first day in my first apartment. While I shower away the crick in my neck, I think about priorities. High on the list is a pillow. I didn’t even try to pack it along on the Greyhound, but now that I’m sure of my address I can tell my mother to go ahead and mail the boxes I left with her. Not only a pillow or two, but also my typewriter and books. I’ve also boxed up my winter coat and quilts, but those can wait a few months. I just need to call her and have her change the apartment number on the labels from 2B to 3D. It’s seven thirty at her house and still night rates in Saint Louis, so I go ahead and call her.

“Novelle, you made it!” It doesn’t occur to her that I could be waylaid; I’m supposed to be in Saint Louis, so I am in Saint Louis.

“Yes, I made it. No problems at all.” Another mother would want to hear about the trip, but mine didn’t expect problems and she was right.

“Of course not! Did you find a job yet?” She’s not worried about me finding a job; she’s assuming that one has already materialized.

“Not yet, but soon.” If I focus, I can be as positive as she is. “I mostly wanted to let you know that you can send the boxes now.”

I explain about correcting the labels without going into why. Another mother would have wanted to know all about that and probably advised me to get the contract corrected. Another mother would also have asked me for my new phone number. But not my mother, so I didn’t have to explain that I was making a call that would probably be charged to someone named David Black. There are days when I miss the kind of parents that other people have, but all in all it saves time and a lot of eye-rolling to have the kind that don’t worry.



Now that Mom has mentioned it, a job is also top of my list. I’ve moved to Saint Louis directly from my undergrad dorm with the plan of stockpiling some cash before I start grad school at the end of summer. Since I don’t have a car, I need a job nearby or on a bus line. I’m hoping for something on campus. I’ve got a couple of copies of my resume, but I need a phone number to put on them, and I need my typewriter to put them on with.

It seems early to call the phone company, but I do anyway and arrange to have service turned on in the apartment. I make an appointment for the next morning. I get out my map again and trace a route to the Washington University campus. Maybe on the way, I’ll get a newspaper and see if there are any job ads in the weekday edition. I walk west as far as the library and make a mental note to get a card as soon as I have some proof of my address, something with the correct apartment number. I pass three bookstores, two movie theaters, a diner called the Maryland Café, and Blueberry Hill, which is a bar and eatery with a lot of memorabilia from the ’50s. Also a bike shop and the 7-Eleven and hardware store I’ve already patronized. There is a sort of open space on the north side of the street, with posters announcing that the farmers’ market is on Thursday afternoons. I’m pretty psyched about the whole downtown.

I’m in a friendly mood and say hello to several people, asking one of them if Wingate is the best way to WashU. They send me to Melville, which ends in a walkway that connects to a pedestrian bridge over Forest Park Parkway and directly onto campus. I love the walkway, which passes along behind the backyards of some large houses on shady lots. Some of them are growing tomatoes on the walkway side of their back fences. I don’t see any trash or graffiti. And even today, weeks after graduation, there are other people walking and biking in my direction. It looks perfectly safe in the bright morning sun. I’m not going to worry about going back and forth to campus alone.

I walk up the steps of the overpass and realize that no one else has bothered—they’ve all just run across, dodging traffic, and are now working their way up the driveways on the other side and through gaps between buildings. I like the view from the overpass and take a moment to look back the way I came. The walkway separates the big houses on the east side from apartments on the left. Maybe I could have found one of those and been that much closer to campus.

I dig through my backpack for the campus map that came with my acceptance. I head for SUPAC, which includes the student union, the performing arts center, and the bookstore. Maybe I’ll find job listings there. On the way, I’m bowled over by the red granite buildings, the shady green spaces, and the ancient trees. Skirting the one blot—a rather ugly Olin Library—I peek into Graham Chapel and then let myself into SUPAC. I don’t see anything that might be a student union, but then I’m not sure exactly what a student union is anyway. I wander through the bookstore and resist buying a WashU T-shirt just yet. Instead, I get a notebook and ask the clerk if he knows where campus job listings might be posted. He hands me a copy of The Record and tells me that it’s the faculty and staff paper. Student Life is the student paper and would be better, but he doesn’t think they publish it in the summer.

“You could also ask at the Y,” he says. “They have a lot of student programs all year round.”

“The Y?” I can’t picture a YMCA gym on a campus with its own gyms and pools.

“Campus Y, they have volunteer programs and yoga, that sort of thing.”

I don’t make a connection between yoga and job listings, but I let him tell me how to find the basement of Umrath Hall and go off in the direction he points. It’s not far. I look at the narrow stairway going down the outside of the building, ending at a solid metal door. Not very inviting. But they’ve installed a large glass-front bulletin board at the top of the stairs, and I begin to see what he meant. Kinloch Tutoring, Peer Counseling, Leadership Development—a mix of volunteer programs and classes just outside the academic realm. I’m here and the sign says it’s open, so I head down the stairs and through the metal door.

After the new and open atmosphere of SUPAC, the Umrath basement is very … basementy. I don’t see anyone, just a sort of lounge and a hallway.

“Hello?”

“Back here, just keep walking!”

I follow the voice down the hall and reach a sort of office, with a couple of desks, typewriters, and a ditto machine labeled “Hal.” I wonder if they are Space Odyssey fans. I wonder if they’ll let me borrow a typewriter to add my phone number to my resume, once I have a phone and assuming the type size matches.

A female body unfolds from the floor behind the large desk facing me.

“Hi. I’m Betty. Excuse the mess.”

“I’m Novelle,” I say cheerfully. I’m still working on my relaxed, be-like-Mom campaign. She’d charm this Betty into giving her a job on the spot. “I’m new on campus and I’m … well, this is my first stop, really. I start grad school in the fall, in Economics, and I am looking for a job on campus, a summer job, although maybe I could work in the fall some too.” Out of breath, I stop.

“Well,” Betty says with what seems like unnecessary caution, “I don’t think we’re actually hiring for summer. Unless you can type, then maybe. Part time.” She looks me over.

“Let me get an application for you.”

“Oh, sorry. I meant I’m looking for job listings, I was hoping someone could tell me where to find them. Someone at the bookstore thought maybe you would know.”

“Tall kid, long hair, probably in a Campus Y T-shirt? Like this one?” she points to her own shirt, which sports a logo of a tree with spreading branches and roots.

“Yeah, that sounds right. Black guy, Afro, chatty.”

“Arlo. He heads up the Kinloch tutoring program here. Designed the logo, too—that’s why he wears the shirt all the time. We paid him in T-shirts.” She’s unearthed the application she was looking for and hands it to me. It has the same logo at the top.

“Oh, I like the logo. Is he an art major?”

Betty starts to tell me about Arlo, but we hear the door bang down the hallway.

“Becky! Are you in?”

“I’m back here, come on in, Adela,” Betty says, and then to me, “Board member. She’s amazing except she can’t remember names. Just watch.”

“Hi, Adela,” she says as a large middle-aged woman teeters into the room lugging a box. I leap up for the box. “Adela, this is Novelle, she’s new and—”

“Oh, thank you, dear. Noelle, is it? So nice to meet you. Always great to have new people.” She turns to Betty. “Becky, the news isn’t good. Ray isn’t going to be back in June after all. Maybe not …” She glances at me, and her voice trails off.

Betty glances my way too, and then sort of comes to attention.

“Novelle, why don’t you start on that paperwork?” She looks meaningfully at the application she handed me a minute ago. “You can use that desk.” She motions toward a desk tucked into the massive stone foundations that define the entire underground office.

“Good,” says Adela, looking at Betty. “We’ll talk in here.” And she picks a notebook out of her box and walks into the office behind Betty’s desk as if it were a corporate corner office and she owned the company. The door closes firmly behind them.

I sidle over to the desk and sit down, wondering whose space I’m invading. There are pencils and notepads in the desk, but nothing personal on top. The giant blotter-style desk calendar has a lot of notes, obviously the work of many hands. The desk is no one’s, I decide. Or everyone’s. Something about the place appeals to me, and it would be a massive relief to get a job today, without time-consuming interviews and worry about clothes. I have never had a job that required dressing up, and while it would be a good idea to head in that direction, I’m a bit short of cash and clueless about fashion.

I’ve barely written my name and new address when I hear the outside door slam and flip-flops slap down the stairs. I hear the footsteps coming toward me and debate with myself—turn around and say hello, or ignore whoever it is because I can’t help them anyway? I mentally cross my fingers and hope that it’s someone who comes here often and knows what to do.

“Hello?” A young woman, clearly a student, appears next to me.

“Oh,” I say, trying to imply that I didn’t realize anyone was there. “Can I help you?” I say that without thinking. It just comes out.

“I’m taking a summer course and I just thought I would stop in and see about using the gym.”

I’m pretty sure there is no gym in this cave-like setting. I stand up so I can face her and look around desperately for information. I know I should just admit that I know basically nothing, but I don’t.

“Oh, it’s not that kind of Y,” I say as if I knew that for sure. I try to remember what was on that glass-front bulletin board at the top of the stairs. “We have tutoring programs and things like that.” That’s not quite right. “I mean programs where students can volunteer to tutor children, that sort of thing.” That’s the only thing I can remember. I spy a rack of brochures on the wall.

“Here, let’s take a look.” I walk her over to the rack and find mimeographed brochures for leadership training, volunteering, yoga classes. “I’m not sure what’s available during the summer, but take a look. If it’s really a gym you want, though, that would be in the university facilities.” I have no idea what WashU has in the way of gym facilities, but there must be something.

She thanks me and I go back to my desk. I’m just finishing up when the outside door slams again and three women burst in, talking all at once. They breeze past the girl at the brochure rack and present themselves to me.

“I’m getting married in Graham Chapel in August,” one of them says. “And they told me that this is where the bride and bridesmaids get dressed.”

“So we want to see what’s here,” another one, apparently a bridesmaid, says. Both of them are friendly but firm.

I should say, “I’m so sorry, but I don’t work here,” but it seems a little late for that.

“Well, take a look around,” I say instead. “The lounge is back near the door.” I walk them in that direction and see the ladies’ room sign. “And the ladies’ room is there.” It’s under the stairs, so I’m guessing that it’s not spacious. “And of course there is a little kitchen space here.” I know this because I have just looked in over their shoulders. We go in and I see that the sink and refrigerator are at the end of a large room with a very large worktable. “Lots of space to get organized here,” I tell them.

What am I doing? I don’t even know if they are in the right building. I leave them chattering and scoot back to the brochure rack hoping for something about weddings. I hear Betty and Adela, who are now back at Betty’s desk. Adela appears to be leaving.

“So, for now, you are in charge,” Adela says to Betty. “Noelle can take over your job, can’t she?” Adela turns and sees me. “You’re doing great work here, Noelle. We’re lucky to have you.”

Again, it’s the wrong moment to announce that I don’t work here. I look at Betty. She gives me a Cheshire cat smile and bats her eyes, then rolls them. I take that to mean I should just go with it for now.

“Oh, thank you!” I say. “Do you need any help with that box?” It’s not my place to shoo her out, but I don’t know what to say.

“Oh no, that stays here. I’ve just got this one folder, but thank you.” She turns to Betty. “See you both next week.” And she’s gone, passing through the bridal party with smiles all around.

The bridal party!

“Betty, those girls are asking about a bride’s room. Is that something the Y does?”

“Yes, hold on.” She rummages in her desk and pulls out a folder. “Give them this and show them the contract. They need to pay at least two weeks before the wedding.”

I take it and look through it as fast as I can, and then go back to the lounge, where the girls are now pretending to flounce around in wedding finery. I pick out the one who said she was getting married and hand her the folder.

“Here is some information for you,” I tell her, and they all crowd around. “The contract is there too. You can look it over and let us know. We need at least two weeks’ notice.” I know I should ask if they have any questions, but I have no answers. I hope they’ll just take the folder and come back later when someone is around who knows more than I do, since I know exactly as much as they do at this point.

They thank me and leave, and I look around for the girl who wanted the gym, but she seems to have slipped out at some point. I turn to Betty.

“Welcome to the Campus Y,” she says. “You’ve got a job.”

“But.”

“You heard her.”

“But.”

“Look, she seems a little wacky, but she’s also really, really sane. Let’s sign you up while we have the chance. If it doesn’t work out for whatever reason—you don’t like it here, or we find out that you are an ax murderer or something—then we’ll figure it out. Deal?”

“Deal!” I say, because why not. It’s air-conditioned here and the work doesn’t involve serving burgers or working until midnight. Unless I end up babysitting that wedding party. I hand over the employment application, telling her I’ve left the phone number blank but should have that in a day or two. She looks at me, eyes narrowed.

“How long have you been in town?” she asks me.

I look at my watch. “About twenty-four hours, if you count from when the Greyhound got in downtown.”

She slaps the top of her head.

“Jesus H. Well, at least you seem to be able to get things done. Can you start tomorrow by any chance? Seeing as how you seem to have started today?”

I tell her that I’ll be in as soon as the phone guy leaves and write down the Y phone number so I can let her know.

I retrace my steps toward home with only a little help from the map. My head is spinning but I am elated about having a job, even though I don’t know how many hours it is or how much I’ll be making. I decide not to worry about that until tomorrow. I don’t actually have to take the job, or I can take it and look for another one if it’s not enough. I hope it is enough. I hope I can actually do whatever Betty’s job is. I did grab a few fliers on the way out, so I can read up a little on what exactly the Campus Y is and does.

My euphoria wanes a little as I unlock the door of my building. What if David Black has come back and found my stuff in his apartment? I check the mailbox—no one has removed his mail. That’s a little reassuring. I tell myself I’ll see if he’s there, then knock on my neighbors’ doors and see if they know anything about David Black.

I knock, then unlock the door. Again, the cat swoops past and perches on the sofa. No one is there and everything is as I left it. With relief comes hunger. It’s well after noon. I check the date on the cans of tuna in the kitchen cupboard and use one of David’s forks to eat David’s tuna. The cat rubs against my leg and I let him finish the can.

Then I get out the University City telephone book and look up grocery stores. I learn that University City is better known as U City, which I now remember Lamont saying. I also learn that U City is fairly large. I work out the street numbering and find that most of the groceries are farther west, beyond walking distance. Schnucks seems to have more than one store. Who would call a grocery store “Schnucks”? The closest store isn’t a national brand, but I set out to investigate. J&G is a little run-down but it’s a real grocery and close enough that I can manage two bags of food, one in my backpack and one in my arms. I’m sweating and wishing I lived on the first floor when I get back, but once upstairs I unpack and feel like I’m really on my own now. I shower and lie down on the bed. From this position I can see only sky and the tops of sycamore trees. A little breeze floats in. It feels good. I like this place. And “3D” is almost as good as “To-Be.”

After dinner, when it’s cooler, I set about cleaning. I rummage in the broom closet for supplies and find a bucket and sponge. I get to work, musing about David Black. I’m amused that he has, or had, floor wax, unopened. Did he buy that and not use it? Did his mother buy it, expecting him to use it? And what about a toilet brush? Surely he didn’t choose to move that and leave his toaster. Maybe he threw it away when he left. Maybe he never had one. I’m finding out odd, intimate things about someone whose larger life is a total mystery. I don’t even know if David Black is actually the former tenant. I’m basing that strictly on the fact that there are two pieces of mail in the mailbox labeled 3D. For all I know, those things were put in the wrong box. And then I think: For all I know, David Black is the tenant moving into 3D, and he just isn’t here yet. Maybe the mop and the coat and the toaster belong to someone else entirely. I finish cleaning the bathroom floor, which is an appealing pattern of small, unglazed blue and white hexagonal tiles. I take another shower, make sure the chain is on the door, and go to bed.






CHAPTER 4


When the church bells ring at six the next morning, I’m already half awake. It’s windy and cloudy. I look through my duffel for my radio but don’t find it. It must be in one of the boxes that I hope my mother has mailed by now. Oh well, I’ll take my rain jacket, assuming it’s in the duffel. I decide to unpack instead of rummaging every time I want something.

I immediately discover that I should have packed a few hangers, since the closet has none to spare. I fold up David Black’s coat and shirts and put them on the top shelf, then hang everything that can be hung on the three hangers. I hesitate about using the drawers, in case he shows up today and wants his furniture, so I stack the rest of my clothes on the shelves and the floor and mentally give him a deadline of one week to show up before I start using the dresser.

I’m stuck now until the phone guy is due, so I clean kitchen shelves and drawers and rearrange the few kitchen items I’ve unpacked. I put all of David Black’s things on the top shelf, then put them back within easy reach and make a list of what’s his. Next, I tackle the stove and find a skillet in the oven. Scrubbing it takes until the doorbell rings and I run downstairs to let the phone man in.

Only it’s not the phone man, it’s a meter reader. I have no idea where the meters are and neither does he. We find a door that might go to the basement, but my keys don’t work. I tell him I’ll contact the landlord and find out. He says not to worry, they’ll just send estimated bills. I close the door, then open it again and ask him why he rang 3D.

“Started at the bottom and rang them all. You’re the only one who answered.”

I walk back upstairs slowly, pondering that. I’m the only person in the building. Not entirely weird; everyone is probably at work or school. Or home for the summer, if they are the sort who can afford to pay rent on a vacant apartment. Maybe David Black is one of those. I’ve got to stop thinking about David Black. The phone guy finally shows up just before noon. I use my new phone to call Betty and tell her I’ll be in within the hour. I have Cheerios for lunch, find my rain jacket, close the windows, and saunter off to campus and the first day of my new job.



Betty is alone when I get to the Y, absorbed in paperwork. She gives me a distracted smile and hands me a new employee form, which is basically the same as the application I filled out yesterday. This time I can fill in the phone number space. Then she tells me that she wants to run my paperwork through manually so she’s going to Brookings Hall. She gives me some thank-you letters to type, tells me to answer the phone and take messages, and gathers up her purse and papers.

“Do you want me to lock the door, or are you okay here by yourself?”

Somehow locked in is more frightening than being alone, so I tell her I’m fine and she leaves. The letters are basically form letters thanking donors for contributions. There are only a few, so I make sure they are perfect. After four years of writing college papers, I can type easily, and the electric typewriter is much nicer than my old manual one. I finish and wander around looking at posters and brochures and exploring the public areas, which include a meeting room in addition to the big workroom and lounge I saw yesterday. There are a few more cubbies like the one I used the day before. I use the ladies’ room and make a note to ask Betty about the brides. Then I’m at a loss. I’m getting paid to do nothing, and I don’t even know yet how much I’m getting paid. I think about investigating Ray’s office and the ones I can see through a door next to Betty’s desk, but decide that if I do, Betty will come back and I’ll be embarrassed. So I sit in the lounge and leaf through magazines.

Betty bursts in a few minutes later, bringing the smell of rain. She leans over and shakes water out of her hair.

“Where is my brain—I didn’t take an umbrella. It’s raining cats and dogs out there! Did you hear the tornado sirens?”

“I had no idea. I guess it’s soundproof down here.”

“Well, the basement is the place to ride out a tornado, so I guess it’s all right. We should turn the radio on.”

Betty drops into her chair and wipes her face with a tissue.

“Sorry about running out like that—the personnel office closes at three in the summer, and I wanted to get you set up so you’ll get a check next week. I just barely made it. Here’s your temporary employee card.”

She hands me a card and I wonder what I’ve signed up for. Answering a phone that doesn’t ring and typing form letters in an empty basement isn’t feeling quite as exciting as it did yesterday. I stare at the card.

Betty must sense my apprehension. She heaves a big sigh and looks at her watch.

“We’re not getting off to a great start today, are we?” she says.

I shrug, give her a weak smile.

“Okay, what about this? I’ll show you around, and maybe you could do some filing while I finish up this thing I’m doing for Adela. And then at four we’ll close up shop and go have a beer and talk about the job. Or better, we can go over this thing for Adela and get your thoughts. It’s a plan for the rest of the summer. Anyway, your job is in the plan. Sound okay?”

“Sure, that sounds good.” What else am I going to say?

Betty shows me the basics of the filing system and I can see that she really wants to get back to whatever she’s working on for Adela, so I don’t ask many questions. I’ll file what I can and stack the rest to worry about later. We work in silence for a while. The phone rings twice, and I answer it and take messages. At 4:05, Betty rolls a page out of her typewriter and puts it in a folder.

“Ready?” She’s standing up. “Let’s see if it’s still raining.” She disappears through the offices I haven’t seen yet and I wonder if I’m supposed to follow. She’s back immediately, though.

“All clear,” she says. “Oh—there’s a back door. I haven’t even given you the tour, have I? Well, let’s go and I’ll explain things.” We exit through the front door and she locks it with a key, then hands it to me. “This is an extra. You can keep it. There’s a wedding on Saturday, and if you’re available you can handle it, so you’ll need a key. There’s at least one wedding every weekend in June. We can split them up. I mean, if you’re willing.” She heaves another great sigh. “Sorry, I’m a bit frazzled. Shall we go to The Rat? Or no—how about we go to Blueberry Hill? Have you been there yet? I want to get off campus.”

I don’t know what The Rat is, but I know Blueberry Hill is on Delmar, so it’s fine with me and we start off across campus toward the walkway to U City. She points out landmarks on campus and shows me a different way to get to the walkway. We take the pedestrian bridge, and she shows me the Women’s Exchange on the other side.

“Good place to look for used furniture, if you need anything. For other stuff, though, there’s a resale shop on Skinker, just around the corner from Delmar. Kitchen gear, even some clothes.”

We talk about the weather and the private neighborhood we’re passing through. No mention of the Y or my job.

“Hi, Joe,” she calls out as we enter the bar. “We’re dying of thirst.” We sit in a booth, and I look around. I’m amazed. The bar is a monument to the 1950s. I see my sister’s first-grade lunchbox and the cowgirl hat I got for Christmas when I was three.

“Cool, huh?” The beers arrive and although I’m not a big beer fan, its icy coldness tastes great. Betty turns back toward the bar.

“We’re starving, too! We need burgers here.” She looks at me. “Burger okay?”

I nod.

“And bring us some fries!”

Once the food arrives and we’ve had a few bites, Betty gets down to business.

“Ray won’t be coming back,” she says, and I see a tear slide down her face. “Ray’s the director of the Y—did I even tell you that?”

“Oh no,” I say, suddenly sad about someone I barely knew existed. I don’t even know his last name.

“He had a heart attack two weeks ago, but we thought he was getting better. Then he had another one last night, and he’s in a coma. The doctor gave him hours, or at most a day or two.” She stops, blows her nose, swallows hard. “Campus Y was his life. Everyone loves him.”

I’m not sure what to do or say, so I just wait. She blows her nose again, starts to talk, sips her beer.

“Anyway, your timing is either perfect or terrible.” She smiles through her tears. “As you saw, Adela thought you already worked at the Y, and it seemed easiest to just go with it. So, let’s talk about that.” She has another sip of beer and takes out her folder.

Between bites, we go over the plan she has laid out for Adela, who chairs the board and is therefore responsible for dealing with a crisis like this. Betty will step in as interim director, and I’ll take over as interim administrator. The two program managers are off for the summer and will be back in mid-August to get ready for the new school year. Summer is a slow time at the Y, except for weddings and a yoga class that is popular with summer students.

“Lots of kids come in for coffee and to hang out. We’re kind of a low-rent alternative to Holmes Lounge. On rainy mornings the place is full, but we don’t need to worry too much about them. Just shoo them out when it’s time for yoga.”

Her face falls.

“Oh no, Ray taught the yoga class. How am I going to find a yoga instructor?”

“Advertise on campus?” I ask. “Maybe a summer student would be interested in making some extra cash.”

“Oh no,” she groans again. “We don’t have that in the budget. Ray just did it as part of his director job because he loved yoga.”

“But without his salary … won’t there be a little extra?” I know that sounds cold-hearted, but economics is my field after all.

“Oh. Oh. Right. Right. That’s why we can pay you full time.” She leafs through her plan and gets to the budget page.

Now I know that I’m full time, at least for a while. Next I need to know how much I’ll make. I wonder if I can get a look at the budget page without seeming too crass.

“Here,” Betty says, turning the page around and handing it to me. “You’re right. Now let’s try to figure out what else we need to backstop.”

I see that I’ll be making more than minimum wage, so I’m happy and focus on the budget. She’s done a nice job of listing responsibilities, both hers and Ray’s, with names next to each task. She will take on most of Ray’s work, with Adela handling the executive parts. I’m down for most of Betty’s normal workload. Program planning, next year’s budget, monthly financials for the board. Mostly numbers—I’m comfortable with all that.

“Unfortunately, there is still the typing and filing and weddings.” Betty seems apologetic. “But the typing and filing does let up from mid-June to mid-August.”

“And I’ve got no weekend plans, so I don’t mind the wedding duty,” I tell her, wondering if that will change by August. Will I know anyone by then to make plans with? And will it be safe, walking home afterward? Will I be cooling my heels while the wedding guests dance at Holmes Lounge, assuming that’s a reception-worthy hall?

“What time are the weddings, normally?”

“Oh, they can be at eleven or two or five. A few weekends we’re booked for all three. They are usually out of the Y and off to the reception by six. So 10:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. is the outer limit for us. We can share. And all you do is make sure they don’t drink, because we’re technically part of the YWCA, and they don’t allow drinking in their facilities. It’s in the contract, but you know how brides can be. You don’t have to police them too carefully, just nothing obvious and make sure they take everything away when they go.”

“Sounds like my RA job.”

“Yes, I saw that you were an RA, even went back for a second year of it. I called early this morning to check you out. You were a popular RA—with both students and staff.”

I’m pleased by that and pleased that an RA gig has value in the job market. I’ll need to touch that up on my resume. I’m even pleased that she checked, that the whole place isn’t as scatterbrained as it seems at the moment.

“Well, I need to get home. It’s been a day and a half,” she says to me. She turns toward the bar and raises her voice. “Thanks, Joe—see you later.” She waves at Joe as we leave. “Joe’s the best thing that could have happened to the Loop. See you in the morning.”

I start to ask her what exactly the Loop is, but let it go. I drift home feeling bad about the Ray I never knew but also feeling good about having made a friend in Betty. Or something like a friend, even if she is my boss.
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