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Chapter One
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Her whole life had been consumed by an impenetrable haze. 

The haze had gobbled her up in one greedy bite - her entire world had fallen into ash the day her mother died. 

She had never properly appreciated until that moment that her mother was her entire world. Marisol Gutierrez and her mother were all that either had ever needed. Which was nice because they were all that each other had. 

But now Marisol had no one. She had nothing. 

She didn’t have a home. For the last couple of years, Marisol took care of her mother day and night while the disability benefits kept them in a house, food, and necessities. But those withered away with her mother. 

At first, when her landlord Mr. Todd (“Ken, please.”) showed up at her door, Marisol was sure that she had lost a day somewhere and today, not tomorrow, was eviction day. It wasn’t, though. He had an offer for her, and she had no choice (or drive) to decline it. He would provide her with an efficiency apartment in his complex and the means to pay for it if she took the maintenance job at that same complex. 

Last night, now, had been when she had moved what belongings of hers could fit in the old car into her new home. She had tried to hold every last second in her old home for as long as she could. But eventually, it was late, and she had to move her life in the dark.  

So then, today was the first day of her new life. She was determined for it to be good. 

It was her first day, waking up in this breathing behemoth of a building. A fat three-story brick building, last updated in the ’80s, with countless identical little apartments pieced together. The protective grates over each window had been twisted and bent over time to become a type of abstract organic art. Its face was wise, aged, and wrinkled with cracking paint and crumbles of plaster and concrete.

This first morning of many for her to wake up in the little yellow box that was room 320. The first to blink her eyes against the tobacco-yellowed “egg-shell” paint rolled over cinderblock walls. Behind them, she could hear the televisions, the alarm clocks, and the signs of life of the countless other residents waking up in their little yellow boxes. 

Honestly, Marisol just wanted to sleep. To sleep again and forever. Then she could be free of the haze and the pain that had settled so deeply in her lungs, gut, and mind. 

But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. 

Her mother’s voice was still fresh enough in her memories that Marisol could hear her enthusiastic support. It sounded like when she sent Marisol off for the first day of school every year. Marisol didn’t bother wiping away the tears as she got up from her mattress on the floor. 

She was getting up. 

She would go to work. 

She would be grateful for the place to live and the job, and she would use this opportunity to make a life for herself. She told herself that squandering this opportunity would break her mother’s heart - and Marisol needed to believe that was still possible. 

Besides, she had to pay for her little yellow box somehow. 

She followed the game trails worn in the cart by the footsteps of tenants long before her to the kitchen in the front corner. She turned on the little light in the cove and heard the electricity humming loudly through the wire and unto the flickering light. It sputtered rust brown at first, but Marisol was patient. Eventually, it cleared. 

She had intended for her first shower in her new home to burn some life back into her skin with the hot water faucet opened wide. 

She didn’t register the icy cold of the water that came out. 

Marisol put on her coveralls, which had already been paid out of a check she hadn’t received yet and checked her mother’s faux-crystal alarm clock beside the bed. 

7:42 AM

She would be early for her first day of work and set the right impression. 

The click of each of her outside-facing locks barely registered in Marisol’s ears as she closed her door. She wanted to still be asleep in a dreamless fantasy. Instead, she had reality and a door. A plain slab door with little metal plates hammered in reading “320.” There were the two deadbolts, and just below them, affixed to the same metal door guard, was the little bracket with a hole in it. It lined up precisely with a mirror partner attached inside the door frame. 

The electrical hum followed her down the hall. She discovered a fair amount of the wiring was retrofitted to sit on the outsides of the walls. It was ugly and zip-tied, tucked into corners down the length of the halls. Their little plastic protective cases had been camouflaged by a thick skin of beige paint that smothered almost every surface. 

She took note, assuming they were her job now, as would the flickering lights that beckoned her down the stairwell, through the building, and to the basement maintenance room. The stairs were a relic, too, of sometime long before she had gotten there. The far stairwell (which she discovered on accident to be the only one of the three that went down to the basement) had an extra set of steps leading up to a door that was sealed over. 

Almost every light fixture seemed to have little dead zones where one of the bulbs had given up on flickering for attention. Marisol understood. She wondered how many of the residents here had done the same. Doors to other identical yellow boxes lined the halls in a steady interval, with the low hum of televisions or leaking faucets declaring the existence of other residents. But so far, she had yet to see any of her neighbors. Instead, she discovered the real sign of “vacant” versus “occupied” - little disc-shaped padlocks on the outsides of the doors, hooked through brackets like the empty ones on her own entrance. She wondered who it was meant to keep out: squatters or evicted tenants. 

She wondered if one was hanging from her and her mother’s duplex door. 

The hum of the cable vines grew louder as she went lower in the building - veins of life converging together, searching for the energy to feed and develop them. Going down that final turn of carpeted stairs made Marisol’s skin crawl with a newly discovered claustrophobia. The many thick veins of electricity almost felt like they were wrapping around her, pulling her down to the big metal junction box. Mercifully, it was directly next to a propped open door marked “Maintenance.” 

Mr. Todd was already deep at work on his morning project, scribbling away at a pad of sticky notes on the tiny desk. He was dressed exactly as he had been on the day he came by the house, head hung low and full of apology for her loss before he gave her notice to vacate. Looking at the same worn salmon polo, khakis with a brown belt, and head so freshly shaven that it shined, she wondered vaguely if he realized the coincidence. 

“Mr. Todd?” Her voice was a barely audible whisper under the roar of the boiler at the end of the hall. She cleared her throat to try again, louder, catching his attention. 

He whirled around with a grin so wide on his face that it felt comical. It made the hair on the back of Marisol’s neck stand up. Sticky notes waves like flags from each of the fingers on his left hand. 

“Marisol!” He thrust his right hand at her, still holding a pen, obviously intending for her to shake it. She did. She didn’t want to be rude. “Good morning, good morning! How are you settling in?” His post-it flagged fingers wrapped around her shoulder, beckoning her deeper into the office. He was trying to be friendly and comforting during a challenging time. Marisol just wanted to forget how tough it was. 

“Um, great. Thanks. It’s going well.” The pen carved a blue line down Marisol’s palm when he finally pulled his hand away. He didn’t notice. “How’s your morning been, Mr. Todd?” She tried to wipe it off on her pants leg. 

“Please! Call me ‘Ken.’” As he spoke, he waved his sticky hand, and his watch caught his eye. His brow furrowed. “And it’s been fine. I’ve just been waiting for you to get here.” Marisol’s stomach dropped. Had she messed up the time?

“And you made it - almost late. But...” He smiled at her sweetly, condescendingly. “Considering everything you’ve been through, we won’t hold that against you today.” He shook her shoulder jovially with the sticky note hand. “I must admit, I’m looking forward to getting some help around here.” He pulled out the worn office chair from the heavy wood desk. She sat down, letting him help her push it in. He leaned over her to open the thick plastic laptop cabled to the desk. He smiled at her, a smile very clearly meant to be friendly. But it was so tight that it felt like it was demanding happiness from her. 

It made her feel so small. She forced a little smile, trying to satisfy that expectation. 

“Come on! Let’s get you signed in. Hate for you to lose any time that you’re actually here! “He rushed over to the desk, opening up the brick of a black laptop cabled to the heavy old desk. The little clock in the corner of the screen read 7:56. She sat in the chair and the desk and pulled herself in under it while he welcomingly leaned over her. The desk wobbled as she put her hands on it to type; one of the legs had long been broken and patched to be too long. “Now, I will tell you now: I have a strict policy on time cards. I will not edit them. Signing in at 8AM promptly is entirely your responsibility. I will not be making any adjustments for forgetfulness or distractions.” Marisol nodded. 

The air was still potent, though with some expectation as he stood there silently. As if he was awaiting some acknowledgment of his moral correctness. Marisol looked him in the eye, politely smiling as she nodded again in understanding. 

That got him moving again. 

He twirled the mouse around the screen as he pulled up the time-logging software. The clock ticked away a whole minute while the program loaded. Ken Todd did not wait, though. 
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