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Chapter 1:  A Town with No Maps




Chapter 1 (Heart) 



The apartment had one of those smells that made it feel like it still belonged to someone else. Nothing specific you could point to, just different. Fresh paint hadn't fixed it, and the previous tenant's particular favorites still lingered in the air and on every unpainted surface. What was it? Something like coffee, lavender, and some sweet notes that refused to go away. How do you make some place your own when you are assaulted by these scents that won't go away? 

Kate Bennett stood in the center of the vacant living room, her suitcases arranged in a military pattern near the entrance, and just looked, a bit bewildered and a bit struck with it all. Unwashed windows with no shades or curtains gave the sunlight permission to splash into the place and highlight all the floating dust particles. This place was dusty. How long since anyone had cleaned this place or lived here? Certainly wasn't much, but it would be home for her now.

She had started filling out her online rental agreement three weeks before moving here. It seemed perfect when she first looked at it. A comfortable place, but now she wondered if she had made the right choice, and the worn vinyl flooring didn't help because, somehow, it looked out of place. 

Millbrook didn't fulfill her expectations, either. The English department at Millbrook College contracted with her to teach in this college town, which she thought would have charming streets and active coffee shops where students would linger after class to discuss poetry while she would make new friendships with her colleagues. Was that going to work out since she noticed that students weren't walking all up and down the streets here? 

The brochure she'd seen portrayed it as an ideal place with its brick buildings, ivy-covered walls, and professors in tweed jackets who walked between classes, while the community welcomed all newcomers. Did they truly welcome newcomers? She wasn't sure at this moment, but she hoped they did.

Looking around, however, she felt the town had a completely different character than she had expected The streets were treelined, but the residential areas were completely empty after nine o'clock. Seemed like they rolled up the sidewalks and sent everyone scurrying to their homes.

During her first week in town, Kate quickly learned that the coffee shop served only burnt drip coffee in paper cups, and the barista couldn't remember her usual order after she'd gotten the same thing day after day. Even the college staff kept a professional distance, spending their time between personal activities and well-established community routines. How was she going to fit in? Faculty at meetings shared inside jokes and talked about people she didn't know and places they'd been. It all felt so alien, and she felt like a fish out of water, as they showed little interest in including her. 

Today, Kate moved to the window to survey Main Street. A pickup truck drove by, and a gray haze of exhaust began filling the air. The hardware store sign across the street had only half of its letters, which now said "HAR ARE." Down the street, a woman wearing a heavy coat pushed against the wind while she used her body to protect her grocery bag. The entire town operated at a slow pace. Everything seemed to move more slowly—the people, how they spoke, and even the traffic signals had a sluggishness before switching from red to green. Odd.

She was unsure of what she should have expected. The college towns she used to live in shared a similar vibe with Millbrook, but something felt different. Those university towns brought energy throughout the community, with graduate students filling the bars and bookstores that stayed open late, and students often finding someone to discuss Whitman or Woolf over affordable wine. The small enrollment of Millbrook College, with just 2,000 students, created a separate world between the school and the town, showing a lack of ability to form friendly connections. What had she been thinking?

The phone chimed, and there was a new message. Her mother asked about her new home and how she was getting settled into the local scene. Her mother wondered if she would be happy there.

She answered by texting her that the place was suitable for her needs. But she hadn't even finished unpacking all her boxes, so how would she know? First impressions can sometimes be deceiving and this one wasn't that great. There were a few opportunities when she first arrived, but looking around didn't seem terribly promising.

Kate wasn't about to tell her mother the deep loneliness she felt inside or that she often ate cereal for dinner because she avoided shopping alone. Sure, she was starting to get used to things, but it wasn't the same as other places she had lived near a university. She wanted to share her concerns with her mother but couldn’t find the words to explain her situation fully. She took this job thinking it would help her career, but now she questioned the price she paid for it. 

The apartment was quiet except for the radiator, which hissed steadily from its corner. Kate faced the large pile of boxes that forced her to start unpacking. Books made up most of her belongings. Books provided what she needed because she taught, read, and wrote about them. She believed her work would bring order and a sense of belonging to her daily routine. Yes, she thought it would provide structure and connection in her everyday life. Standing in this unfamiliar apartment in a strange town, her doubts about her situation grew stronger.

Slowly, she carried the "Kitchen" box to the small cooking area that served as the apartment's kitchen. Kitchen cabinets showed their age through their metal hinges that squeaked when opened. Carefully she unpacked her belongings, placing her grandmother's plates, her collection of mismatched mugs, and her unseasoned cast-iron skillet in spots she found for them. Everything she owned brought back memories of her previous life in familiar cities, where she knew all the bus routes, had a favorite croissant shop, and could find a good bookstore on rainy Sundays. Was that all gone now? Would she ever fit in here?

The outside world began to lose its brightness as the sun dipped below the horizon. The sky showed its usual purple-gray hue, resembling both bruises and old photographs. Kate brewed tea while she settled at the window table to watch the people on the street outside. The town's streets emptied as stores closed and lights went out, and people retreated into their homes and apartments while streetlights cast a warm orange glow, delineating the former town boundaries. Everything was settling into its usual routine.

She chose this college location for a specific reason and repeated this idea to herself. Dr. Kate Bennett works as an Assistant Professor of English Literature. The words sounded impressive when she said them out loud. In fact, the words made her seem like someone who controlled their life and planned carefully. The clanking radiator and the wind pressing against the windows created an atmosphere that made her feel like a child playing with grown-up clothes while wearing a title that didn't match her true self. It didn't feel very controlled at this point.

She could no longer hold the tea at one point and had to put it down. A man and his dog walked down Main Street until their bodies disappeared into the deepening darkness of the street. The dog stopped to check something, while the man stood by its side, his hands in his pockets, his breath visible in the cold air. She watched them until they disappeared from sight after making a turn.

Watching the man and his dog made Kate think about taking a walk to get some exercise and break away from her thoughts. The thought of walking through dark streets without knowing where she was going or what she might encounter, however, made her heart race a bit. She used to walk through her old neighborhood for hours without ever feeling lost. Here, she wasn't so sure.

The time it takes to adjust to new environments remained uncertain. People suggest patience because, with time, you’ll adapt to new surroundings that may eventually feel like home. However, the duration remains unclear. The place would likely never become a true home for her. She moved her entire life to find that she didn’t fit in this new environment any better than she would in any other place. Is she just a temporary interloper?

The radiator made a loud hissing sound that seemed to answer her questions. Kate finished her tea before getting up. No doubt about it, the boxes would have to wait until tomorrow. She planned to spend the next day unpacking more things, hanging pictures, and making her new home feel like home, not a way station. The next day would bring endless time, which she hoped would bring some transformation to her life. Exhausted, she fell asleep in her jeans and sweater because she didn't have the strength to change. Covering herself with a blanket, she fell asleep. 

The television sounds from her neighbor's apartment sent unrecognizable voices and artificial laughter into her apartment, as if from another dimension. She closed her eyes to imagine what the future might hold. The coming days would involve teaching duties, paper grading, regular department meetings, scheduled office hours, and all the usual activities that would fill her schedule. Despite her strict routine, she lived alone in this city, searching for her place. She spent her days here, seeking a sense of belonging and feeling less isolated.

The outside wind kept blowing until it turned into a gentle whisper that made the windows vibrate before it stopped. Kate rested in bed with scented blankets while she slept restlessly, holding her phone in one hand and reaching for the empty space beside her.










  
  
Chapter 2: Restless Nights






The following weeks transformed into an unidentifiable time span. Kate organized her teaching schedule, which included American Literature Introduction on Mondays and Wednesdays and Modern Poetry Seminar on Thursdays. She delivered her lectures about Frost and Dickinson and meter and metaphor to her students who took notes and asked questions that showed they had read the material yet didn't grasp its meaning. The way she wanted them to understand the material didn’t happen.

She sometimes doubted her career while teaching her students. Did she truly want to be a college professor? When did she make that decision? Was the information she received to support it accurate? Did it fit in with what she wanted? The next thirty years would be a cycle of teaching the same material with little variation to students who showed no interest. This thought brought a tight feeling that almost blocked her airway. No, no time to think about that now. She had to go on with her work.

Kate prepared for faculty events using the same method people used to get ready for battle: studying subjects, memorizing names, and practicing conversational skills in front of her mirror. She had all the self-help material she initially used to help her teach her first class. The first event was at Dr. Patricia Lawson's Victorian house on Elm Street, which had a porch with flower boxes filled with dead plants and wilted leaves during this time of year. Why have something like that if you wouldn’t take care of it? Seemed odd.

Patricia Lawson dedicated twenty-three years to teaching Victorian literature at Millbrook College and now was a professor and chair of the English Department. She welcomed Kate into her home while wearing a silk scarf and pearl earrings and showing a smile that stopped at her eyeline. "Kate! I am thrilled you could attend. Please enter the living room.” Well, that was a mixture of formal and odd.

The six faculty members who attended the gathering were all older than Kate by at least fifteen years.  They drank wine from balloon glasses that cost more than her monthly car payment. The group kept their distance from each other while they discussed department business, budget matters, and the recent board meeting controversy involving Gerald. Who was Gerald? Nobody seemed inclined to help her out here. 

Kate took a glass of red wine, which she didn’t want to drink, while she tried to join in the discussion. She used facial expressions to connect with others while making unimportant statements that produced no significant impact. She didn't know if it was working, but she was trying.

Dr. Michael Henderson asked about her Chicago roots.

"Suburbs, yeah. Naperville."

“The transition from your previous home to this present location must have brought significant changes to your life.”

"It is." Kate drank wine. "But it's nice. Quiet."

Michael slowly nodded his head while he waited for her to share additional meaningful information. But it quickly became clear that if she wouldn’t offer additional information, he was no longer interested. Abruptly, he resumed his conversation with Dr. Lawson after Kate failed to comply.

A full hour passed in the room while she held her wine glass and periodically refilled it to keep her hands occupied. The living room had an upscale vibe with its antique furniture, oil paintings in gilded frames, and an unused grand piano. Every space seemed to have an inaccessible collection of luxury items that seemed more fitting for a museum, under the title "The Lifestyle of Educated People." Inwardly, she was amused; at the same time, she was feeling like a third wheel.

Making her excuses, she left the party when the clock struck nine o'clock. Dr. Lawson led Kate to the front door still maintaining her welcoming demeanor. "We need to schedule a lunch meeting to build our professional relationship." What was lunch going to be like with this woman? Kate wasn’t looking forward to it. There would probably be some pretentious food and a menu that she couldn't truly decipher. And how would she talk to this professor?








