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Don’t Worry, They Cleaned It Up. You Can’t Tell

THE SHARP HISS of the bus air brakes had Cara looking up to see where she was. The driver announced the stop at the Greyhound Seattle Station at Denny Triangle, and she recognised the name as he called it out over the scratchy intercom speakers. Once the bus completely stopped, she rose and reached up and tried to pull down her carry-on suitcase. She was only a little over five feet tall and weighed next to nothing. A gentleman had put the bag up in the baggage loft for her when she had boarded the bus in New York, her former hometown. 

She struggled to pull the bag down, but the rear wheels kept catching and she hadn’t the strength. A man sitting across from where she had been sitting got up and easily brought it down for her with a smile and plunked it down in the aisle. She took the handle, extended it, thanked the man, shouldered her large handbag, and then pulled the suitcase behind her and got off the bus. 

This was her first time in the city and her first time on the Pacific coast. She could smell the slight salt tang in the air from Puget Sound, and she smiled at the scent. She was both excited and apprehensive. Her life over the past ten years had led her here. It had been a hard ten years, but now, free of anything to hold her back, she felt liberated starting her new life. 

She got in a Seattle Yellow Cab taxi at the stand and gave the driver her new address, after checking it on her phone. She still wasn’t used to it, and the street name and area were foreign to her. The cab pulled away from the curb, and she looked out the window at her new city. It was ten at night and streetlights and neon signs flashed across her pale features. Her red hair and freckles were prominent. Her hair was unruly, and wisps flew out in every direction despite her years of trying to control it. 

They didn’t drive for long, and the cab pulled up to a brick, three-story building. She paid with cash and took her suitcase from the driver with thanks. She looked around. The first thing that caught her attention was the small pole, cemented onto the sidewalk, with a metal bicycle symbol surrounded by a circle attached to it. She assumed it was for locking up bicycles. She looked across the street and spotted a quaint little market and a seafood store. She could see right away that this was not New York. For one thing, it didn’t have that New York sour sewage smell that pervaded Manhattan.

Everything here had a fresh look and feel contrary to her hometown. It was all so new and strange. She felt the familiar stirring of the fear of the unknown run through her, and she mentally pushed it away. She turned back to her building. The broken remains of a demolished building were next door, along with a parked large yellow and orange excavator machine. She looked up at the three stories of the apartment building and tried to imagine it feeling like home. She couldn’t and doubts flashed across her mind. She suppressed a sigh and walked forward, determine to stay positive about all this.

A small flight of concrete steps led up to a locked door with an aged panel beside it on the left, with nametags and buttons identifying the tenants. She spotted the one for the building superintendent and pushed it. 

After half a minute, the speaker beside the panel scratched to life, blaring uncomfortably loud in the night air.

“Hello?” came a male voice from the speaker.

“Hi, this is Cara Crayburn. I’m the new tenant.”

“Right. One minute, and I’ll be right up. I’ll buzz you in.”

In a moment, the door buzzed loudly, and Cara pulled open the door. It opened with a metallic click and Cara stepped inside, dragging her suitcase behind her, and banging it off the door. The door closed with a click and the buzzing stopped. In the quiet, she heard the distant sound of police sirens and then they faded. The entranceway was small and smelled of other people’s cooking. She looked around and saw a small postal box setup for the building occupants. A trashcan sat near it, filled to overflowing with flyers, pizza boxes, and newspapers. A flight of stairs was beside her and she looked up. 

Somewhere up there is my new apartment, she thought, smiling. My new life. Away from everything and everyone.

Cara heard a door open and close somewhere below her, and in a moment a man appeared, walking up the stairs toward her. He looked like someone she imagined came from Seattle. He had jeans on and a plaid shirt. His face was thickly covered with a beard and a moustache. He looked to be about thirty-something. He was staring intently at her through black plastic-framed glasses. She looked him over. She had only exchanged emails with him, and this was the first time they were meeting. She pushed her own wireframe glasses up her nose.

“Cara?” he asked.

“Yes, hi, you must be Richard.”

“Yes, but please call me Rich. I see you’ve finally made it?” He reached the entranceway and stuck out his hand toward her.

She took his offered hand, and they shook quickly. “Yes, it was a long ride on the bus.” 

It had taken her over four long days on that bus to get here, but she had made use of the time.

“Bus? From New York? That’s insane. Why didn’t you fly?” he asked, and the question mildly annoyed Cara. One, it was none of his business, and two, she hated admitting her fear of flying. Plus, the bus had been cheaper, and funds would be difficult for a while.

“Hmm, I just prefer the bus,” was all she offered.

He looked her over and then pulled out a set of keys from his jeans. “These are your keys. If you follow me, I’ll show you to your apartment.”

He didn’t hand over the keys, but when she nodded, he turned and started walking upstairs. She looked at her suitcase, frowned, and grabbed it, grunting with the weight. She trudged up the stairs, forcing her shoulder higher to hold her handbag in place, as she hefted the suitcase with both hands to walk up the stairs sideways. The bag banged off the steps as she hauled it up the stairs behind her. Inside were her most valuable possessions and clothes. A few boxes from New York were waiting here in Seattle for her to arrange them to be dropped off. It was all she still wanted to own.

“You’re on the top floor, apartment 406. Not a great view, I’m afraid...” he said as he started up the next flight of stairs. “There are eight apartments per floor. There’s a trash shoot, I’ll show you that. Garbage pickup is on Tuesday mornings, so make sure you get it out before eight. Your mailbox key is in the apartment. How’d you find this place if you don’t mind me asking?”

The sudden question startled her. “Community Roots Housing. They helped me find this place.” She said the words loudly as Richard was almost a full flight of stairs ahead of her and she quickly glanced down the second-floor corridor as she reached the landing. The carpet was worn, the wall trim needed replacing, and the doors all looked the same with the ancient brown wood look. Empty fast-food wrappers were strewn about in corners.

“I thought as much,” he replied, his voice muffled. “This is a low-income housing building. As you can see, it’s a little run down, but I keep everything working. If you have any issues in the apartment, just email me. That’s the fastest way. I’ll get to it when it becomes a priority with the other work. I triage everything. It’s not a first come, first serve basis. I hope you can understand that. Come on, two more flights.”

She growled under her breath. Her arms were burning with the strain, and she wanted to stop and take a break. 

He could have at least offered to carry this for me, she thought. 

They passed the third floor, and then finally arrived at the fourth. Richard was already down the long corridor. He stopped in front of the third door on the left and inserted one of the keys on the ring he carried and turned the lock. He opened the door just as she arrived next to him.

As he walked inside, he flipped a light switch by the door and continued speaking. “And here you are. Fully furnished, just as I said. Everything’s been emptied and cleaned. We fumigated the entire building about a year ago, but you might still see the odd cockroach now and then. Not a big deal. You can’t ever get rid of them. But up here, on the top floor, you don’t see many. You lucked out.”

Cara followed him in. She passed a small closet by the entrance and then found herself looking at a small kitchen immediately to her right. The counter was worn Formica laminate, made to look like yellowed marble. The yellow, chipped enamel stove had those ring burners, with one bent slightly out of shape. The hideous yellow enamel fridge was something from the past with one of those large silver handles you had to haul on to open it. The cupboards were cheap press board and had that fake brown wood look, and she could see how worn they were around the small black handles. One of the drawers was slightly open and collapsed on one side.

Richard had walked deep into the apartment, which only amounted to about eight feet, and Cara hurried to join him, leaving her bag at the door. Cara could immediately feel the chill of the apartment.

“The rules to the building are on the coffee table for you on that printout. I’ve also emailed them to you. Nothing has been touched in here for at least two months. It will be dusty. There are some cleaning supplies left by the previous occupant in the bathroom. Broom and dustpan in the hall closet. Your first and last month’s rent checks went through, plus the damage deposit, so you’re fine. Rent is due on the first of each month. Don’t be late or there’s a penalty. We don’t tolerate late rent here. Two strikes and you’re out. Literally.

“The building runs off old-fashioned radiators. There’s three of them in here. They haven’t been on for a while so you might smell the dust coming off them.” Richard checked the thermostat and frowned and tapped it. “Maybe start by opening the windows and air the place out.” Cara could see the thermostat was already turned on.

Richard moved into the living room and gestured at the inside of the apartment. “As I said, you lucked out with this being furnished, and there’s a ton of stuff in here. But if you want to replace it, just call the local Good Will store. They’ll be happy to take things off your hands.” He stopped and turned toward her and held out the keys.

Cara held out a hand, and he dropped them into it.

“Welcome to the Plymouth Arms Apartments.” He grinned at her. She saw his teeth were yellow from heavy smoking. In the confines of her apartment, she could smell the stale smoke. Suddenly, she wanted a cigarette but pushed the craving aside. She had rules.

She looked around the apartment from the living room. She could see there was a small bay window that opened on the side that looked out over the street. A worn couch sat up against the wall facing a coffee table propped up on one corner with an old paperback book, and a small entertainment unit probably from Ikea, had a small cheap 32-inch flatscreen television on it. A few pictures hung on the walls, and they looked like the pictures you found at Good Will. The floor was covered with an aged, stained and worn, Berber carpet that was most likely a beige colour at one point, but now looked just brown and dirty. 

Cara sniffed and caught the faint bleach smell and grimaced. Richard noticed.

“Bleach, I think. It can linger if the windows aren’t opened to air the place out.”

“Bleach?”

“From the Seattle Police Department clean-up crew.”

Cara blinked at that. “Clean up? From what?”

Richard looked surprised and then uneasy. “I assumed the Community Housing would have told you?”

“Told me what?”

“The former occupant shot himself in the bathroom.”

Cara gasped and covered her mouth in horror.

“Don’t worry, they cleaned it up. You can’t tell.”

Cara found her voice. “He died in here? That’s horrible!”

Richard nodded, but Cara could see he didn’t agree or care. “Washers and dryers are on the first floor around the hallway from the postal boxes. You’ll need your laundry key to get in. They are all coin operated. Seventy-five cents a wash, and a dollar-fifty per dry. Usually takes two dries for a full load. You’ll need to provide your own soap and fabric sheets. Rules are on a sign down there. Follow them. The market across the street won’t give change so don’t ask them. You’ll need to sort that out for yourself. I do not provide change for the machines either, so don’t bother asking. 

“There’s a service elevator at the end of the hall. It won’t work unless I allow it. It’s only used to move furniture, and that doesn’t include deliveries. Only for moving in and out.” He started toward the door. “You’ll need to arrange your own television and internet service; the rent doesn’t cover that. There’s a building rate. Just tell the provider where you live. I sent you the contact details. There’s some IT guy down the hall from you who set up a building Wi-Fi if you’re interested. It’s in my email. Most folks just use that.”

She checked her phone and saw it only had two bars of cellular coverage, and it said 3G. 

Dammit, she thought.

“Don’t text or call me unless it’s an emergency. My wife and I have a two-year-old and if you wake her, I’ll be pissed. Emails, okay?”

He wasn’t even looking at her, she realised. 

Richard stopped at the door and looked back at her once. “Good luck,” he said without feeling, and closed the door behind him.

Cara slid her handbag to the floor and just stood there, the apartment keys dangling from her hand. Her eyes were on the bathroom door.

* * *
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Two weeks later, Cara had finally finished scrubbing her apartment from top to bottom. She had used an entire large bottle of disinfectant in the bathroom, and the chemical pine smell was thick in the air even with the windows open to air it out. The bathroom creeped her out, and she always kept the door wide open when inside. 

The walls were covered with aged, off-white subway tiles with pitted and stained grout, and the floor tile was that ancient white and black chequered pattern seen the world over. The porcelain sink hung off the wall with a small medicine cabinet with mirror perched above it. A cheap bathroom stand held old, worn towels and had a small cupboard on the bottom. It was cheap and wobbly, and close to collapsing. The bathtub with a surrounding shower curtain had seen better days, and she had removed mould stains and repaired the caulking. When the hot water ran from the shower head, there was a loud knocking from the pipes somewhere inside the walls. The toilet was absolutely normal.

The apartment was basic. It had only the one bedroom, a small living room, the bathroom, and a kitchen that was nothing more than a small space with limited counter space and tiny cupboards. The heat came from aged radiators in the living room, bedroom, and bathroom. When she had first turned the heat on with the thermostat a horrible pinging sound had come out of the radiators, and she had been sure they would explode. A panicked call to the landlord had her hanging up at his laughter. Eventually they quieted down, and Cara found they were too hot to touch. Despite this, Cara kept checking the thermostat as a feeling of chill permeated the apartment. It was turned up all the way. Cara was sure it was the moisture in the air from Puget Sound. She wasn’t used to it and so she simply bundled up. She couldn’t complain; the rent was cheap. She could only afford this place on her new lower salary. She could make ends meet, and that was all that mattered to her.

The smoke-detector mounted on the ceiling in the living room had an annoying bright red light that she covered with electrical tape. The thing, she found, was prone to going off with the slightest amount of smoke. She had overly toasted some bread during her first week and the alarm from the detector had almost had her jumping through the roof. 

She threw out all the bed sheets and mattress cover and replaced the duvet. She had bundled up, and gave away, a slew of men’s clothing she had found in the drawers and cupboards. She tossed old kitchen utensils, plates, cups, and glasses. She rooted through everything and had packed it up in the three large boxes she had begged from the market. In the photos she had found, the previous occupant had been a tall Black man, looking over fifty, divorced, with only the one daughter in the pictures. He didn’t look happy in any of his photos, and she felt sorry for him. She felt bad throwing the pictures out, so she bundled them up and put them in a shoe box with a bunch of other odds and ends that might mean something to his survivors.

She had rented a portable carpet cleaner from the Market and still hated remembering lugging the machine and cleaning fluid up the stairs to her apartment. Only her living area was carpeted, and soon the brown Berber rug turned beige again. This also helped remove the lingering cigarette smoke smell. The bedroom was cheap hardwood, scratched and scuffed with age. She put a small rug down where she got in and out of bed. 

The previous occupant hadn’t owned anything of value or quality. The oddest thing was an old cheap guitar. It looked well played. During one of her first days in the apartment, scrubbing nicotine stains off the walls in the kitchen, the guitar had fallen over in the bedroom closet where she had stored it. The loud twang from the strings when the guitar hit the closet door had her scream out loud in fright. She gave it away the next day along with a couple of other boxes of useless stuff. That day the chill in the apartment was almost too much and Cara had thrown on a thick sweater. The landlord never answered her complaints about the heat.

The fact that none of the previous occupant’s personal effects had been removed since he had killed himself spoke volumes to her. She felt sorry for him. She was certain his life had not been kind. He had lived alone and, in the end, had taken his own life. She couldn’t imagine such despair, and she had been through a lot. 

She took one of his photos—for some reason intentionally coloured in sepia—showing him sitting on cement steps leading up into a building somewhere and put it in a small frame. He was holding an acoustic guitar and smiling at the camera, and she placed it on her dresser in the bedroom. It was the only picture where he was smiling. 

It was an iconic kind of photo, she thought. Like perhaps something you would see on an old blues album cover. He had a lit cigarette dangling from his mouth and the rising trail of smoke was causing his left eye to partially close giving him a cheeky look she fancied. He wasn’t bad looking at all. He was older, and she judged him to be somewhere in his late forties in the photo. He had a short beard with more grey than black. His fingers were long and supple looking and held the guitar reverently. She liked his overall look and smiled at him whenever she passed by the framed picture.

The apartment had been slowly transformed. It was only now looking over everything that she could see the startling changes to the once dreary apartment. She had a new couch that folded down to a hide-a-bed. The old couch and coffee table were down on the curb, thanks to the neighbour across the hall and down one door. He was a nice man, in his thirties, single, and surely homosexual, according to her radar. She had a small desk over by the bay window, where she would work once that started. Plants filled the empty spaces. Art covered the walls, themed with forests which she felt fitting for living in Washington state. Even now, Amazon was delivering items daily and empty boxes from Ikea sat by the front door, broken down and ready for the trash. Her savings still had enough for her to be comfortable for some time. She was getting by and starting to thrill with her new freedom.

Her three large boxes from New York had arrived and after bribing the delivery guy to carry them up to her apartment, the contents were quickly unpacked and placed reverently in her new bookcases. Her books were all she had retained from her prior life. They were her children.
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