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Chapter 1







I’m crouching outside one of my basement windows, trying to affix a steel bar as a sort of low-profile burglar deterrent. What I’d really like to do is go down the street to the abandoned house with the boarded-up windows and liberate its basement window bars. I wouldn’t really do that, of course. Besides, I have plans for that house that don’t involve letting it be broken into and trashed. Josie, my elderly next-door neighbor and good friend, is sitting in her driveway on a lawn chair, keeping me company. Our houses are close together, so she’s only a few feet away.


“You should just put in glass block like I’ve got,” she says, but without much conviction. We’ve been over this before. “Hard to break glass block, and it doesn’t look like crap. That’s going to look like crap.”


My leg threatens to cramp, and I shift my position, sighing as I do. Josie saying “crap” is my fault. Josie is a retired teacher—she never used to say “crap.”


“I’ll plant irises in front of it so you can’t see the bar,” I tell her. She already knows that I’m not using glass block because I want to be able to open the window and vent the basement. Plus, it gives me a little more light since I’m afraid of dark basements. She probably knows that too, although I have never told her. People who are afraid of dark basements have no business living in houses with basements. But here I am. I was afraid of this particular basement when I was six years old, and I was still a little bit afraid of it when I left to go to college in 1972, and I was a lot afraid of it when I bought the house two and a half years ago after I moved back to Kansas City. There is more to be afraid of now, given that a burglar came in through a basement window on the other side right after I moved in. He lives next door now, also on the other side. It’s complicated.


“Too shady on this side. Irises won’t ever bloom,” Josie points out.


“Lily of the valley then—they grew here forty years ago.” Before she can point out that they are too short to hide the bar and will disappear in winter anyway, I turn on the drill and leave it on for a long time. It takes a while to drill into the foundation stone. I’m serious about this bar. I’m not installing it in the wooden window frame, which is probably older than I am, as it could be kicked in. The whole window should be replaced, but that would be a lot more trouble and expense than this strip of steel, which I found in the free section at Habitat for Humanity’s ReStore. The borrowed hammer drill is heavy, though, and I’m second-guessing my cheapskate solution.


I finally let the drill spin to a stop and test-fit the screw. It’s a burglar-proof screw—hard to get out—so I’m being careful. As my ears stop ringing from the drilling, I hear Josie talking. “Won’t listen to me,” is what I hear, and I realize she’s talking to someone else. I spin around, which is hard to do in my cramped position, and push back the hair that has escaped my braid and is sticking to my sweaty face.


“Officer Carl,” I say when I see who it is. “What’s up?” Carl is the cop who responded when my house was burgled, and he supervised the apology that opened the door, so to speak, to the burglar renting the house on the other side of mine. Josie has been telling me that he wants to ask me out. I’m not sure I want to go out with anyone, though. I still think of myself as recently widowed, although it’s now been almost three years. Two years and a lifetime since our house in California burned down and I moved back here to regroup mentally and financially.


“Just checking the neighborhood,” Carl says. “It looked like someone was trying to break in through that window.”


I narrow my eyes and fake a scowl. “With Josie sitting there—is she blind and deaf now?”


“I could have been spotting for you,” Josie says primly. She watches too many cop shows.


“Well, any excuse to take a break,” I say. “It’s hot out here.” But I look back at the window. I want to get the last screw in and be done with this job. I want to take a shower and sit in front of a fan. It’s the last week of August and I start a new job next week, which means I’ll be away all day after years of telecommuting. I’ve gotten it in my head that I need to secure this window before I leave my house unguarded, even though my dog will be here and Josie will be right next door. I look back at Carl and then at Josie. They are both looking at me. My German shepherd, Boris, who hates the loud drill and has been chilling in Josie’s backyard, is now sitting next to Carl and is looking at me too.


“What?” I say to the three of them.


Carl glances at Josie and turns back to me. Josie turns to look at Carl. Boris yawns extravagantly.


“Oh, I was ah . . . just going to ah . . . check back about that paperwork,” Carl says. He looks down at Boris and scratches behind the dog’s ears. “You know . . . about Boris. But maybe a little later.” He looks at Josie again.


“Now’s good, right?” Josie says to me. Whatever is going on, she wants to hear it.


“Now’s not good,” I say to Josie, partly because I’m getting a little irritated with both of them but mostly because I’m hot and sweaty and filthy. I hear the rudeness in my voice, though, and relent a little. “Would you mind calling in an hour or so? I just want to finish this up. Unless you just need to tell me something?”


Now we both look at Carl. He glances at Josie and then puts his hands on Boris’s ears and gives his head a good rub. “Later’s fine.”


“Okay, talk to you then.” I pick up the screw gun, fit in the screw, and focus my attention on the window again, fully aware that I’m in an extremely awkward position in addition to being filthy and probably smelly. The screw shoots off under a prickly cedar bush and I go in after it, and by the time I get the screw in place to try again, I hear Josie’s voice. She’s talking to me this time.


“He was going to ask you out,” she says confidently, “and you sent him away.”


“He was not. It’s something about Boris’s evaluation.” Boris and I were recently involved in a mugging attempt, and Boris bit one of the perps. I had to have him evaluated for aggression.


“Humph,” Josie says. She and I both know that Boris passed the evaluation with flying colors, and the perps went off to a juvenile camp. The whole episode is over and done with, except for an occasional nightmare on my part, which she doesn’t know about. I ignore her and apply myself to the steel bar, and fifteen minutes later, I’m picking up my tools.


“All done,” I say, feeling better already. “I’m going to go get a cold drink. You want one? I’ll bring it out here.”


“Nope, you get showered and fix yourself up for once,” she says, getting up and folding her chair. “You’re going out tonight. You can send Boris over here.”


“He’s fine at home. And I’ll feel better coming into a dark house if it’s got a dog inside. Not that I’m going out with anyone.”


“It’s cooler over here, and he likes watching TV.”


She’s right about it being cooler—Josie has central air. I’m not sure about TV, but Boris does sit on the sofa with her, something that he has never done anywhere else. Or even at her house once I walk in the door. I suspect treats are involved.


“Anyway, I’m not going anywhere.”


“Well, if you do.” She disappears inside, and I wonder if Carl told her something. Or, more likely, she told Carl something. I also wonder if she’s going to insist that Boris spend the days with her when I’m at work.


I carry the heavy drill around to my front porch and then gather up everything else and take it all down to the workbench in the basement, where I leave it to sort out later. Since I’m in the basement already, I pull off my filthy clothes, toss them on top of the washer, and stand in the shower, sluicing off dirt and sweat. I don’t use this shower very often anymore, now that I’ve got one upstairs, but it’s cooler down here, and I won’t have to clean the grit from the tub after. Unfortunately, I haven’t left any towels down here, so I have to hope no one in the house next door happens to be looking out the window and into my kitchen as I breeze through on the way to my bedroom. I pause and listen, and I hear little Felicity’s voice drift out of her bedroom and across the driveway into my open kitchen window. So I squat down and duckwalk through the kitchen, which thrills Boris, who licks my face the whole way. By the time I get to my bedroom I feel like I need another shower. Maybe I should teach him to fetch towels. I wash my face again, spin my wet hair into a knot at the back of my head, and put on clean shorts and a T-shirt. By now my phone is ringing. Has it been an hour already?


Being a cop, Carl has two personas, at least around me: the official cop persona, all calm and businesslike and serious, and the community-relations persona, still calm and businesslike but more casual. The difference is evident in his body language, his tone, the words he uses, and the way his eyes crinkle when he smiles. Sometimes it’s even evident in the vehicle he’s driving and the uniform he’s wearing. But mostly it’s the voice. The voice on the phone now isn’t either of those. It’s almost hesitant.


He opens with, “Is this a better time?”


“Yes, much better.” I can’t come up with anything to add to that, and I’m busy blaming Josie for putting the whole “ask you out” idea in my head.


“Good, good,” he says, and stops there. He’s not doing much better.


“Something about Boris?” I prompt him. If it really is about Boris, we’ll be on familiar ground, whether it’s good news or bad. And then I decide, What the hell . . . this is awkward, and I hate it. “Look, tell me something about Boris because I’m going to have to report back to Josie. And then you can say whatever you wanted to say.” I pause for a moment and then soldier on. “Or look, I’m taking Boris to Tower Park in a little while, as soon as it’s a little cooler. You can meet us there and talk to both of us.”


“Perfect,” he says, his voice back to normal. “Six o’clock? By the tower?”


“Sure—meet you on the east side, in the shade.”


This is hardly a date, no matter what Josie thinks, so I’m not going to change clothes. But I do because it might get a little chilly later, and I don’t usually wear this particular T-shirt for anything other than gardening and dog walking. And white pants would really look better with a nicer T-shirt. And sandals are better with the pants, but I was planning to walk to Tower Park—it’s only two miles. On the other hand, it’s better if I drive because I can’t get there without walking on Gregory, and it will be dusk by the time I get back, and that’s when and where I got mugged earlier this summer. Also, it’s not a date, so there’s no food involved, but I’m already hungry, so maybe I should eat something first? Crap.


I grab my keys and zip a credit card and my driver’s license into a pocket. When I pick up the leash, Boris starts panting, and when I open the car door, he is in and seated in a nanosecond. I drive uphill, away from Josie’s house, and don’t glance in her direction. When we get to the park I have to speak sternly to get Boris calm enough to let him out and lock the door before heading across the grass toward the tower. It’s all wide open here, not a particularly beautiful park, but in the evenings it feels safe because the picnic shelters and the ball diamonds are always in use. The late-day shadows angle across the grass and make it much more attractive than it is at noon. By 10:00 p.m., it will be a completely different scene, all teenagers drinking and smoking and daring each other to climb the fence around the tower and repeating the story, much embellished, about the kid found dead at the bottom of the tower eons ago, long before they or even their parents were born. Or maybe that’s not what happens now, but that’s what Tower Park still means to me all this time after my own teen years.


Carl is there already, waving, which is making Boris bounce up and down, so I give up and drop the leash, letting the dog streak off toward Carl. Illegal, but who’s going to object when a cop is rubbing noses with what looks like a police dog? As I catch up, though, I realize that Carl is not in cop clothes, and I snap the leash back on. “Nice evening,” I say by way of greeting, big smile, both hands on the leash. And then I feel awkward again. Maybe this was a stupid idea. Carl and I have spent plenty of time together, but it’s always been police business, so we’ve always had an agenda, and he’s always been in charge. Well, I’ve done my part—I got us here. So I give him an open, questioning look and will myself to be cool and enjoy being outside on a beautiful evening with a dog and a cop, with no need to worry about muggers tonight.


“I think this is the first time I’ve been out in the evening and felt safe in weeks,” I say to no one in particular. “Since . . . you know. It feels good.”


Carl stops nuzzling Boris. “Look, are you hungry? We could pick up something and eat it here.” He looks around. The park is pretty full. “Or maybe Loose Park would be better—off my patch, you know?” He finally looks me full in the face. “I guess I didn’t plan this very well, huh?”


Something about that is endearing. “I think that’s a great idea,” I tell him. “What’s close by?”


He narrows his eyes and gives me a cop look, sizing me up. “You ever been to Grit n’ Gravy? On Troost?”


“Uhhh.”


“Yeah, I guess not.” Disappointment.


“But hey,” I say, “it was a gritty kind of day. I’m up for it.”


“You do know about grits, right?”


“I do, and I like them. I probably even like them with gravy, although I’ve never had that. And they probably have something else on the menu?”


“Of course, although they change it up a lot.”


“Well, I’ll trust you. I’ll eat almost anything except for anchovies, and they probably don’t have that anyway. Sooo . . . why don’t you just pick something, and I’ll go to Loose Park and run Boris around a little.” I realize I’m forcing him to pay for my food when this isn’t a date, but it will take the awkwardness out of dealing with the check. He seems relieved that we’ve got a plan and says he’ll text me when he gets there.


Loose Park is much bigger, much prettier, and in a safer part of town, well west of Troost, Kansas City’s historical Black-white divide. I associate this park with the sixties: Sunday afternoon happenings, all music and sunshine. Several of my friends had weddings there, all of which I remember as casual, easygoing affairs. They probably weren’t as simple as I think they were, but nevertheless, they give the whole park a nice glow in my memory. I park and head for the duck pond, my favorite place, but Boris is too interested in the ducks and geese, so we divert to the rose garden. No weddings this late in the day, so it’s easy to find a park bench, but then I think about the white pants and a lapful of grits and keep going. No one has reserved the giant picnic shelter, so I stake out one of the many open tables just as Carl’s text comes in.


“I wasn’t sure what you’d like,” he says when he finds us and starts unpacking containers.


“So you got one of everything?” There are a lot of containers.


“Not quite.” He starts pulling lids off green beans, corn, cooked apples, chicken, mashed potatoes, and, of course, grits and gravy.


“Oh my God, this smells like my grandmother’s kitchen.” I start shoveling food onto a plate. “I could eat this every day.”


I look up. He’s giving me a cop look again, although it’s more of a fake cop look. “You mean you’d give up avocados and braised fennel and sushi?”


“I’m not really a fan of sushi. I look at it and think of bait.”


“You fish?” Carl stops dishing food and looks at me with his eyebrows up. I’m not sure if he’s shocked or hopeful.


“Used to fish every chance I got,” I say, forking up beans cooked with bits of ham. “These are great, by the way. I had a bamboo pole, no kidding, and a cork bobber.” I nod enthusiastically, and his eyebrows come down.


“And then when I was ten, my grandmother moved to town, so I couldn’t fish in her pond anymore.” I sigh deeply. “But I did love it until then. I caught one fish one time. I think it was a sunfish. My grandmother cleaned it, coated it in cornmeal, and fried it in bacon fat, and I had it for supper. My brother says I’m the only one who ever caught anything in that pond. It was just a stock pond—the kind you see all over the place, you know—to water cows.” I realize I’m blathering, and I stop talking and concentrate on a piece of fried chicken.


The eyebrows are back up. “No, I guess I don’t know. You fished in a cow pond? Where are we talking about?”


“Dimmas County, this side of Springfield, other side of the lake.” I try the corn bread. Too sweet and too much flour, but I’m in the minority on that, so I’m not disappointed. “Bigalo is the county seat, and even it is pretty small. We kind of stuck out when we went there because we were Catholic, my dad and my brother and me. I think my grandmother was embarrassed that she couldn’t show us off at her Baptist church.”


“Can’t say I’ve been there,” Carl says lightly, but I sense a coolness that wasn’t there before, and the awkwardness is back. “Sounds like a sundown town.”


I look up at him and feel my face turn red. I hear an echo, my grandmother or, more likely, the uncle who had a gas station on the edge of town: “Told them they better be out of town by sundown,” only his statement added a noun after “them,” and the noun was a word I wasn’t allowed to use.


“You have noticed that I’m Black, haven’t you?” Half-joking and full serious, as the Irish would say.


“Yeeesss.” I look into his eyes and realize how much I like this man and how much is stacked against anything coming of that, even this far into the twenty-first century. I also realize that I have to say something else and that most of the things my monkey mind is parsing through are not the right thing. “Not very Black,” for example, describes his skin, but “not very Black” is like “not very pregnant.” I realize, with a sudden clarity, that I do sort of want this to be a date and that I’m probably going to wreck it as soon as I open my mouth. I swallow and wish Boris would start howling or something, but then I hope he doesn’t because we have to get through this moment right now.


“Yes,” I repeat, fully serious but very softly. “I do. You okay with it?” I don’t know why I add the second part. I didn’t intend to, but he smiles a little. Boris sticks his nose under Carl’s wrist, angling for either a scratch or some chicken. “No mooching,” I say to Boris, hoping we can move on, but Carl’s face has gone serious again, wistful even.


“What?” I say, but quietly and with no sarcasm for once. The moment isn’t over, and we need to work through something here and now, not just get past it.


“My mom couldn’t help where she was born,” I go on, maybe too intensely, “and she got out of there as fast as she could.” I want to add that I did love fishing in that pond, to get us back to the food and out of this murky place, but I don’t. I don’t say anything, and neither does he, and neither of us is eating. He’s a cop, so he’s good at long silences, but I’m a reformed corporate wonk who knows the value of waiting, so I can do that too. This, however, is not the place for cops or corporate wonks.


“Your turn with the talking stick,” I say as lightly as I can, and I pick up my fork and eat one bean.


That gets a whisper of a laugh, which is really all it takes. This isn’t a real date, after all. But it is the first time we’ve been together alone without cop business to discuss, and I suddenly realize it is the first time I’ve seen him in mufti. I start to say that he looks good in regular clothes but remember I’m waiting it out for him to talk.


What he says is: “Did Josie tell you I was going to ask you out?”


So maybe this is a date. “More than once. I attributed it to wishful thinking on her part.”


He raises an eyebrow.


“Maybe she thinks I’m lonely, or maybe she thinks you are. She’s your sort-of aunt, isn’t she?”


“Sort of, yeah. I think she was expecting me to do better than this.” He gestures toward the food and the park in general. “This place, not you, I mean.”


“Oh, but it’ll be fun telling her we went to the park and had grits and gravy, with Boris along to chaperone. She doesn’t get to have everything her own way, even if she is the best next-door neighbor on earth.”


“So this counts as a date?”


Suddenly, all the awkwardness is gone—at least for me. “Who cares? Let’s just enjoy the food and the weather, and we can decide next week what it was. I’m good either way.”


He looks relieved and asks me what we would talk about if this were an actual date, and I draw a blank and tell him that I have no idea, not having dated since forever. And then I tell him that he’s pretty well shredded my recent history to bits in the course of investigating both the burglary and the mugging, so I’m going to grill him a little, if that’s acceptable. “Or you can just give me the highlights, and I’ll enjoy my food.” I pick up my fork and attack the corn.


“Fair enough.” But he scoops up some sweet potatoes and then eats a chicken leg, and we listen to the birds and the insects and kids playing.


“Just to finish up that other thing,” he says at last, “I’ve spent my whole life in Kansas City and never been in the rest of Missouri, even overnight. I’ve driven to Jeff City a few times, back the same day, though. I have been other places—Chicago and New York and DC—but I flew there. So your pond on that farm is a foreign country to me.” He pauses to sip his drink, and I keep quiet while he looks off in the distance, assembling his next thought. “See, my grandmother grew up in Ste. Genevieve. Something happened one day when she was little, and ‘all the colored people,’ as she called them, left that night and never went back. No one ever told me what happened, exactly, and I never really thought much about that thing in particular. What she actually talked about was that the small towns were dangerous, and we had no need to leave Kansas City. So we didn’t. She came here and married, and they bought a house in the Leeds area, and she lived there until she died. She made sure my mother went to college—she went to Lincoln University—and then my mom got married, and here I am. I went to UMKC, by the way. Biology.” He concludes by taking a huge bite of corn bread, indicating that I can have the talking stick back.


I think he handed me the “biology” so I could go off in that direction, but I decide to stick with the grandmother story because it just doesn’t seem like we’re finished with this. Whatever kind of friends we’re going to be, we’ll have to deal with the race thing sooner or later.


“I’d like to say that it’s better now, in places like Dimmas County. It probably is better, but not much better.” I think about a few of the things some of my not-distant-enough cousins have reposted on Facebook. I heave a sigh, maybe putting too much into it. The sigh hangs in the air while we eat.


“This isn’t working, is it?” Carl says when we’ve eaten most of the food.


I shrug and make a noncommittal sound, then open my mouth to say some sort of blather, I’m not sure what yet, and his phone rings. He pulls it out, looks at it, stands up, and walks a few yards away. Half a minute later, he’s back, all business, pulling the empty dishes together.


“I’m going to have to go take care of something,” he says in his cop voice. “I’m sorry about all this.”


I’m not sure if he means the remains of the meal, the interrupted conversation, or the fact that he’s exiting the scene.


“You go on. I’ve got this.”


“Thanks,” is all he says, and he’s off, talking into his phone and taking great long strides across the grass.


I wonder if the call was real or if he had arranged for someone to call him in case he wanted an out. No way to know, and I guess I’m not above that sort of thing myself. I dump our trash, pack up the last pieces of chicken, and walk Boris around until it’s nearly dark and the park is nearly empty. When we get home, Josie’s curtains are open, but she’s not looking out, as far as I can tell. I take Boris in by the back door and don’t turn on any lights on Josie’s side, except the one in the back that turns itself on. I feel childish about that and about the whole evening. I wonder yet again what the heck I’m doing here and why I took a job that will tie me tighter than ever to this dodgy neighborhood, where I’m always worried about the next attack, the next burglary. And then I feed Boris, who is thrilled with his bowl of dry kibble. He lies down afterward and sighs the sigh of a thoroughly contented being. I look at him and say, “Crap, crap, crap!” very loudly.















Chapter 2







I spend the weekend doing grocery shopping, cleaning, dealing with laundry, and finishing up projects around the house. Starting a new job seems like a new beginning that requires a fresh start all around. Carl doesn’t call, but of course I don’t expect him to. I see Josie only to wave to, although she does call to tell me not to worry about bringing Boris over on Monday if I’m running late—she’ll just get him later. I don’t bother to argue about it. They’ll both be happier, and my house won’t really be in any more danger with Boris a few feet away from it.


I’m excited about the new job until Sunday night when I switch to nervousness. I try to remember what I wore to the interviews so I don’t show up in the same outfit and look like some drab loser. The next minute, I remind myself that I’m not a coder and that they’ll probably need something that requires coding, and then I’ll be exposed for the fraud that I am, even though they weren’t looking for a coder. I tell myself it’s unfair to Boris to leave him alone all day when I could have kept telecommuting to my old job, ignoring Josie’s insistence that she’ll keep him at her house. Then I worry that my house will be broken into if Boris is snoozing at Josie’s, even though I’ve left him with her for weeks at a time with no problem when I’ve been away on business trips. So I tell myself to shut up, and I go to the corner gas station and buy a pint of ice cream and take it to Josie’s, where we watch Mystery. I gradually get over myself.


My new boss, Marjorie Fletcher, has arranged a soft start at 10:00 a.m. because she has a meeting at eight and wants to make sure she’s back when I arrive. I haven’t started a new job in decades, not really. Acquisitions and the short-lived start-up I just left aren’t the same as walking in new to an established office. It all comes back to me, though: Marjorie’s meeting has run over, and no one else is quite sure what to do with me, so I sit on a chair in the human resources manager’s outer cubicle, where anxious applicants are filling out forms. Between interviewing them, the manager gives me a new-hire package. Everyone else stares at me as if I appeared out of nowhere and got the very job they are here to apply for. I smile at them all, look through the forms, and start filling them out, taking deep breaths and not letting myself be irritated by the fact that they already have all this information on the application I filled out weeks ago in this very building. All I’m really adding is the number of dependents for my tax deduction, which is zero.


When I’m finished I leave the forms with the HR clerk. I excuse myself to go to the ladies’ room and instead go outside and wonder if I can get my old job back, the ghastly one for the start-up that consists of men in their twenties who appear to be extraterrestrial beings. Two women come out to smoke, and I go back in and wander down the hall, flipping through email and news on my phone, trying to pretend I belong here.


“Marianne?”


I turn around. A woman is hurrying toward me, but I don’t recognize her.


“Hi, Marianne, welcome. Sorry I’m so late.”


I put a smile on my face and hold out my hand. The woman slings a purse and leather tote to her left side and takes my hand, then pulls me into a quick hug. She lets go and drops the tote, which we both go after. By the time we’re upright again, I’ve figured out that this is Marjorie. She looks like the formal school administrator I expected to interview with last month, not the cool Black diva she turned out to be. I greet her like I knew her all along, though, relieved that she’s here and that my sequestration in the plastic chair in HR is over.


“Let’s drop your stuff at your desk and get some coffee.”


We whirl through a room of cubicles, and she points out the one that’s mine. Only it’s not; it’s occupied by someone who’s clearly been there awhile—lots of pictures and piles of paperwork. Marjorie looks around, frowning, and lets out an “Ah!” and this time we light upon the polar opposite: an empty cubicle, totally empty except for a World War II–era desk. No shelves, no chair, and most definitely no computer. Nothing but a sheet of paper with “Welcome, Marianne!” printed out with fireworks clip art in the background.


Marjorie pulls out her phone. “Never enough of anything,” she mutters as she waits for someone to answer. “Call me ASAP,” she says into the phone, “as in right this minute.” She turns and smiles at me and says in a completely different tone: “Coffee?” We stop by her office, where she bends over and crunches her smooth hair until it stands out in all directions. She shrugs off her tailored black jacket and untucks her red silk blouse, which swirls out around her hips. Black pumps end up under her desk, and she slips on multicolor woven leather slides. Before my eyes, she shape-shifts into the Marjorie I remember and laughs as she heads down the corridor, looking at her watch as she goes.


The break room is painted dark purple with orange wedges in the corners. Marjorie introduces me very formally to the coffee machine, with a whispered aside to me that it’s best to stay on its good side so it doesn’t overflow while we’re there and culpable. And then she launches right into what happened “downtown” this morning and what kind of data she’s going to need to deal with it. I get a little lost in the details and can’t figure out whether she’s supporting or disproving something, and I’m also wondering how I’m going to do anything at all without a computer and a chair. Marjorie’s phone has buzzed regularly, and each time she has looked at it and put it back down, so I don’t know if anything has come of her “ASAP” message. I don’t ask. I let her talk while I make intelligent faces and sounds and finish my coffee long before she does. On the way back down the hall she points out the Wonder Bread outlet across the street, saying that’s the only place nearby with any kind of food, so I might want to pack a lunch.


I find that my cubicle has now been outfitted with a chair and a trash can and a laptop computer. A young woman is squatting on the floor under the desk, muttering to herself. She backs out, sees Marjorie, and hops to her feet.


“Just give me another minute,” she says, flustered as she pushes her hair off her face and smooths her top down. She sits and types while Marjorie introduces me to the people in the nearest cubicles, and I wonder if I’ll ever get their names straight.


“Marianne, can you try this now?”


I sit, and the techie person tells me my log-in ID and temporary password and walks me through changing it. “I have to make sure you do it,” she tells me. “Otherwise, some people”—she rolls her eyes around the room, speaking loudly—“just leave it 123PASSWORD, and I get dinged for it.”


“That would be me!” wafts over the cubicle wall. “And me!” from another direction. The techie stomps off, and I hear arguing, some fake and some real, as she makes my neighbors reset their passwords. It feels normal. Maybe I will like working in an office with other people instead of with a dog.


By midafternoon I’ve managed to log into Outlook email, the timekeeping system, the online training system, and the data system I’m supposed to be managing. After the joking about passwords, my neighbors are mostly quiet. I wonder if it’s always like this or if it’s because there’s a new fish in the pond and they have to wait to see if the dynamic switches up—if I fit in. I don’t know the rules: Do people talk over the tops of the cubicles or treat them like real walls and go around? Do we pretend not to hear anything? I decide to test it, so I push my chair back to the opening and poke my head around the corner into the next cubicle.


“Alycia?” I say, tapping gently on the metal edge of the cubicle wall. “Alycia?” I repeat, a little louder this time. Alycia whips around, looking up and then down at me. She yanks off her earbuds.


“Sorry, I didn’t hear you,” she says cheerfully. “Gotta speak up around here.” I take a quick glance around. In the two cubicles I can see into, faces have turned and are watching us. They look friendly enough and are both wearing earbuds. “You’ll probably want to bring earphones of some sort. It can get noisy in here.”


I’ve learned two things already, so my mission is accomplished, but Alycia is waiting to see what I wanted.


“Oh, sure. Earbuds—that makes sense. I’ve been telecommuting from home a lot, so I didn’t even think about it.” There—I’ve given her one bit of personal information, for what it’s worth. “I just wanted to ask about the timekeeping system.” And I make up something about whether it has to be done every day or just at the end of the week. I thank her and go back to my computer, methodically working my way through the modules, reports, linkages, naming conventions, and general documentation of the system I’m supposed to manage. The system I do manage, I remind myself, starting now. They’ve masked the software name with an in-house moniker, InVision, which I like. It tells me something about what they hope it will do for them. There aren’t many users, though, and the users they have don’t seem to be using it very much or very consistently. That will change, I tell myself. I make a note to talk to Marjorie about setting up an advisory board “to keep the vision in InVision” and maybe an ad hoc user group to make sure all the users have a place to vent and ask questions so they don’t end up just complaining behind my back.


By four o’clock people are starting to leave, and the noise level picks up a little. At four thirty, two people stop by my cubicle on their way out to say welcome. That seems to draw some others, and I ask innocuous questions and answer theirs. I’m not the only white person in the room, but close. I tell them it’s nice to find myself in an office with a lot of women since I’ve often been the only woman in a department of men. I manage to stop myself before adding, “who’d rather I weren’t there,” realizing just in time that it might sound like I thought my new coworkers would rather I weren’t there too. But they mostly nod, and one of the few men says, “Really? I like having all these women around!” And someone punches his arm, and someone else tells him he’s just one of the gals. And a third one, younger than most, says, “God, you really don’t get it,” with a withering look that stops the teasing and bantering. But the pause is brief, and Alycia says, “Oh, go on” to no one in particular, and the chatter picks up again, and everyone is in motion now, packing up and putting away earbuds and moving toward the door.


I wonder whether I’m expected to take my laptop home or leave it and whether I should check back with HR to make sure they have all the paperwork they need. I also want to verify that my health insurance is in place and find out about the ID lanyard that everyone else seems to be wearing. I should have done this sooner, though. It’s after five now. Stupid of me. I look around—everyone else seems to have PCs, not laptops, which seems so out-of-date. I wonder if anyone resents my having a laptop.


“Oh, hey.” The tech person appears as I’m pondering. “You should take your laptop home, or else I’ll lock it up. We’ll have to find the key to your desk if you want to leave it here. There are rules, just so you know. Like, your kids can’t use it.” She looks me up and down. “Even adult kids. No one but you. And only for school district business.”


“It’s just me at home,” I tell her. “And I’ve got my own laptop there.”


She brightens up at that. “Okay, good. It’s really my personal rule. You take it home, and the kids install games and what-all or pick up a virus, and then I’ve got to spend a day getting it right again. Plus, you can’t work that whole day while I’m fixing it. So that’s the rule. No personal stuff. Oh, and don’t leave it in your car. Then it gets stolen, and I have a different world of trouble. Maybe not where you live, but you never know—you stop at the store for two seconds, and bang, it’s gone.”


“I think I’ll just leave it here unless I’ve got something I need to do.” We march off to her office, which is a real office with no windows but piles of equipment. She unlocks the door and then unlocks a sturdy metal cabinet and puts my laptop inside.


“Anything worth stealing goes in here. The rest of this junk”—she waves around the room—“no one wants, but no one will let me get rid of it either.” She slams the cabinet door. “I’m in early tomorrow, so I’ll have the laptop out for you, and I’ll make sure you get your desk key too, so you don’t have to worry about whether I’m here or at another site.”


We walk out together, and I find out that her name is Desiree and that she’s only twelve years younger than me—I had her pegged as late twenties. Like me, she’s left the corporate world for less pay and more daily satisfaction. “Here, they know you’ve got other things that need doing. I don’t have to spend every single holiday weekend doing some system upgrade that could be done. . . .” And she goes off into nerd talk that’s beyond me. But I nod appreciatively, and we get outside, and she asks where I parked. “I’ll walk you there,” she says.


“It’s the VW wagon over there,” I say. “Are you parked here too?”


“Nope, I take the bus. Oh damn.”


I look where she’s looking and see the sparkle of glass on the ground next to my car and then see that the driver’s side window is completely smashed out. “Damn. Just damn. I’m so sorry this happened. God, your first day too.”


I look around. There isn’t much to see. “I guess no one would have heard if the alarm went off.”


“Nope. The Wonder Bread factory takes up all the space around here, and it’s been closed for as long as I can remember. It’s pretty dead, except for the day-old bread outlet across the way. Most of us take the bus.”


“I guess that makes sense. It was just so easy getting here on the freeway.”


She looks perplexed.


“I mean Watkins Boulevard.”


“You live out south then?”


“Yeah, near Gregory and Prospect.”


She processes that. “Real near there?”


“Yes. I grew up there. I went to kindergarten at exactly Gregory and Prospect.”


“Oh yeah. Blenheim was there. Or still is, just not a school now.” She looks at me some more but doesn’t say anything.


“Well, this isn’t really that bad,” I say, opening the door and brushing more crumbled window onto the ground. “I’ll drive home down Prospect. Someone might still be open who can fix it.”


“Don’t do that—just call the mobile guys. Come in late tomorrow if you have to. Everyone will understand.”


I look around and think, Yeah, they will understand.





I drive home on Troost, which has its share of auto repair shops, but none of the open ones do glass replacement. So I drive on home and make sure I’m parked so that Josie can’t see the damage, and then I get a plastic bag and duct tape and make my VW into a car that looks like it belongs in an even worse neighborhood than the one I live in. It’s just a broken window, I tell myself. It’s not like the mugging. It’s not like the break-in. It’s a crime, sure, but it’s not about me, and it’s not in my neighborhood. It’s not a big deal. When I turn around to go inside, Boris leaps up and takes a lick at my face. Josie is right behind him.


“I wondered what was going on. That dog was whining and whining, so I finally let him out, and he leaps out the door like something’s on fire. I thought I’d better have a look.” I move away and let her have her look.


“Dinner’s ready,” she says next. “You can call the window guy from my house. There’s a magnet on my fridge.”


She says it just like that, as if she’s telling me it’s a little muggy out and the mail arrived earlier than usual.


I go in and wash my face, feed the dog, and then get ice cream out of my freezer and report as ordered to Josie’s house. She has made salmon croquettes, potato salad, green beans, and cucumber salad.


“I hope these cukes and beans are from my garden,” I tell her, knowing they are.


“Oh, forgot the tomatoes.” She pulls a plate of sliced tomatoes out of the refrigerator and puts them on the table, along with the magnet. “Better call that guy now.”


I call but get a recording, so I hang up. “Closed for the day,” I tell Josie. “I’ll call tomorrow. I’ll get them to meet me at the office.”


We dig in, and I start telling her about my day. When my phone rings, I pick it up to turn off the ringer and see that it’s the auto-glass shop. “It’s the glass people,” I tell Josie, and answer it. The woman on the other end explains that she saw the caller ID and called back just in case I still needed service. Points for customer awareness, I think. I explain what I need, and she tells me they can fit me in tomorrow but can’t give me an exact time. I have a couple of meetings scheduled, so I’m not sure I can duck out on short notice, not on my second day. Josie is waving her hands and mouthing something, so I ask the shop to wait a second to find out what Josie’s so excited about.


“Just leave it in my driveway. You can take my car to work.”


“And have yours broken into? No way.”


But I tell the woman on the phone that they can come to my house instead and that I’ll leave a check with the neighbor.


I hang up and tell Josie that I can take the bus. It’s easy, and anyway, most of my coworkers take the bus, and I’m sure the bus stop is right outside the hardware store where I’ve been working part-time. “I walk there,” I remind her, “and it’s perfectly safe.” And then I look away because it’s only been a few weeks since I was mugged, less than a mile from the bus stop. But neither of us is going to bring that up. Josie doesn’t like the idea, but she gradually gives up.


We eat in silence while I pick through the day, looking for something interesting or funny to tell her so we can get back on normal footing.


“Oh!” Josie finds a topic before I do. “I got tickets to Starlight. A friend got them, and now she can’t go. You want to go?”


“Of course I do! I haven’t been since I don’t know when—high school maybe? I think it was Peter Pan. It was during the moon landing.” Starlight is an outdoor theater in Swope Park, popular throughout the KC area in spite of its dicey east-of-Troost location. Maybe being in the center of the huge park, which also has a fantastic zoo, has somehow suspended it from the taint of its location. “What’s showing?”


“It’s Xanadu—have you seen it?”


“I know the song but didn’t know it was a play. What’s it about?”


“Oh, you know, one of those big musicals.”


“But what’s it about?”


Josie frowns. “Roller . . . disco?”


“A roller disco musical, huh?”


“I don’t know, but it’s got to be something fun, right? The article in the paper said it’s a spoof and has a lot of neon.”


Neon and roller skates and disco, all wrapped up in a spoof? “Okay, I’m in. When is it?” I get out my phone and put it on my calendar for September 4. Last show of the season and a chance it won’t be ungodly hot.


Josie changes topics again, rather abruptly I think. “Are you going to get that garden weeded soon?” I look at her closely—since when did she get persnickety about my lax gardening? But her face doesn’t give anything away, so we discuss the merits of fall gardening, which I’m going to try even though neither of us has had any real success at it. We talk about lettuce and carrots, and I take Boris home and check the bus schedule.


The twelve-minute drive to work is a thirty-minute bus ride, plus fifteen to twenty minutes of walking. I can catch the Prospect bus at the corner by the hardware store, ride forty blocks north, and then transfer on Thirty-First and ride to within two blocks of the office. Or I can walk twenty minutes or so along Gregory to Troost and take a faster bus to the front door. Either way, it’s close to an hour each direction. I only have to do it this once, though, or anyway, only once in a while.


I go to bed early and pull the sheet over my head. It’s been a long day full of new names and faces, followed by the broken car window. It’s just a broken window, I tell myself again, but in the dark it seems like more than that. I realize that I never thought to see if anything was stolen and try to remember what I might have left in there. No way I’m getting out of bed and going outside in the dark to look. I force myself to picture peas and chard growing in my garden until I fall asleep.


The next morning, I put on lightweight clothes and sneakers, and I pack nicer shoes in my backpack, along with lunch and a sweater in case the air-conditioning is cranked up at work. I take Boris next door and hand him over to Josie, along with the car key and a check for the window people. Josie stands in the doorway and watches me walk away, making me feel like a kindergartner starting off to school. I wave as I pass out of sight. My mother probably watched me head off the same way, but I never looked back then. Kindergarten was a dream come true, and I couldn’t wait to get there.


I can’t take the same route, even though I’m heading for the same intersection, because of the expressway, improperly (to my mind) called a “boulevard.” I detour to Gregory, where I can cross, and I fume as I wait for the light. It’s a long wait, and I watch buses go by in both directions. I have to put up with the inconvenience and the noise, but I can’t take advantage of the faster buses because they don’t stop here or anywhere near here. They take people from the far southern areas to downtown, unpolluted by the likes of me. I suppose no one would ride them otherwise, and as I hit the walk-light button yet again, I blame it on racism, knowing that it’s partly that and partly speed. After all, I’m grousing about how much longer it is to take the bus than drive, aren’t I? I get to Prospect and don’t see any buses, so I decide to walk on to Troost. When I cross the Paseo, the sidewalk ends and I’m mad again, but I tramp on through the narrow, weedy strip between the street and a stone wall that borders a cemetery. The wall is too high to get over easily and walk in the nicer, manicured grass. Just as I am almost at Troost I see the bus pull up, barely stop, and charge off. Damn. I spot a little mart across the street and think about seeing if I can get a bottled iced coffee, but I picture myself waiting in line, waiting for the walk light, and watching another bus charge off northward. I stay where I am.


Still, I end up being late for my second day at work and walk in a little nervous that I’ve missed Desiree with my laptop. I get ready to apologize and make excuses. Instead, I’m surrounded by sympathy about the broken car window. Desiree has clearly spread the story. As I listen to my new coworkers, though, it sounds like they are mostly embarrassed, like it’s somehow their fault, as if they invited me to a party at their house and I got food poisoning or something. I assure them that nothing was taken and that it’s being repaired today, and gradually talk veers off into other crime in the area and then moves on to plans for the Wonder Bread factory. Discussion gets louder as they lay odds on whether or not anything will happen, and if it does, will it succeed or not? And if it does succeed, will it raise property values to the point where the rents will go up and the office will have to move to a cheaper location? That sets off a debate about whether the district owns or rents the building, and if they own it, wouldn’t they sell it and move to get more space or better equipment? In the brief silence that follows that theory, Desiree appears with my laptop, and I log in and get to work. Everyone else seems to realize that they’ve taken my broken window story about as far as possible, so they go back to their desks, and the noise level drops.


At ten o’clock I meet with Marjorie and tell her we need to do a needs analysis. This doesn’t go over well. She clearly hoped that I would take all the system “stuff” off her plate. I understand that and tell her that’s the plan, but to get there we need to make sure that both of us understand exactly what the system will be expected to do and what she wants to get out of it. I watch her face change as she comes to terms with this, and then I suggest a little advisory committee to take that on so it’s not just her. She brightens up, and we spend quite a lot of time talking about who would be on it, more time than necessary because she’s still thinking of this as a computer problem. It takes me a while to convince her that I’ll make the computer do whatever is necessary as long as we know what exactly is necessary. Eventually we agree on a small preliminary team that will meet maybe five times. Then Marjorie and I will reassess and see if we have the right people for the long term. I’m happy with the outcome, although at the last minute she says, “Desiree will be on the team, of course, since she’s the computer guru.” Desiree will be bored to tears, I think, but it’s not worth arguing about, and I agree.


This sort of meeting isn’t new to me, but it leaves me exhausted because it’s critical to my success and I don’t really know Marjorie very well yet, so I hate having to insist. I go outside and eat my lunch alone, wishing I could put my head down on the picnic table and close my eyes for a few seconds. When I was telecommuting, that was easy. But those days are gone. Instead, I walk down the street, admire the vacant Wonder Bread factory, and then go back inside and spend the afternoon working on plans for my first team meeting. Desiree comes in just before five with a key to my desk, and we walk out together again. Her bus stop is on Troost, and mine is on Thirty-First, so we walk in that direction. She doesn’t think I should go that way, transferring to Prospect for the rest of the trip, but I tell her that Gregory doesn’t have sidewalks so I’m going to try it this way.


The bus ride along Thirty-First is uneventful, although I find myself clutching my backpack and keeping my phone zipped in my pocket. The transfer intersection has two newish strip malls behind a lot of concrete parking, a Popeyes chicken restaurant, which smells divine, and a modern public library. My stop is on the library corner, where I can wait in the shade of a portico over the front door. While I’m waiting, I look around at the surrounding blandness. This intersection could be anywhere in America. Nothing about it says Kansas City. I climb on the bus and clutch my backpack, and the bus rumbles south. We leave the strip malls behind and are back to classic Kansas City Shirtwaist houses and old brick commercial buildings as well as vacant lots and the occasional board-up. It comes back to me that Thirty-First and Prospect was near ground zero for the riots in 1968. The ugly past has been paved over. Now it’s physically ugly, at least to me, and it’s busy and feels safe. No one else is worried about using their phones on the bus, so I get mine out too and mostly pretend to look at it. I get off at Gregory and stop in at Midtown Hardware to pick up some rivets I need and to replace the snow brush—the only thing stolen from my car.


“You made a special stop to buy a snow brush when it’s eighty degrees out?” Henry, the owner, gives me a look over his glasses. “Or are you really here to tell me you aren’t working Fridays after all?”


“Just making sure you’re keeping standards up without me,” I tell him. “And a snow brush is useful for a lot of things.” I don’t tell him that sweeping out broken glass is one of them. Time for that on Friday.


“Well, I’m pretty sure we’ve got some, but they aren’t handy. If you don’t need it today, I’ll dig them out, and you can get it when you come to work.” He turns around and looks at the calendar behind him. “It will be September by then. Or better, you can dig through the winter stock.”


I laugh and tell him a whisk broom is better anyway, and those are hanging right behind him. I buy one and say goodbye, then walk the four blocks home, cursing the long wait at the light again. By the time I’ve talked to Josie and inspected the new car window and fed the dog, I’m exhausted and sit down in front of a fan with a cold drink, wondering what I’ve got to eat that won’t require cooking. I’m glad I’m not expected to put dinner on the table for any kids. I could just close my eyes. . . .


The next thing I know, it’s almost dark and Boris is whining to go out. I get up, wash my face, fill the dog’s water bowl, and open the refrigerator. One cheese-and-tomato sandwich later, I give in and go to bed.





I wake up to a low rumble of thunder and the sweet smell of rain. It’s just getting light out, drizzling softly. A cool breeze reaches in through the window, open as far as the safety lock allows. It’s a perfect morning to sleep in. But I’ve been in bed for nine hours, and it’s also a perfect morning for a walk in the rain. So I take Boris for an easy loop around a couple of blocks, inhaling deeply, loving one of the things I missed most in the California years: a soft rainy day in summer. Showered and dressed, though, I have to face a decision: drive to work and risk another broken window or wait in the rain for the bus, which is not nearly as attractive as walking the dog in the rain. It’s still early, so I have plenty of time to take the bus. A new car window is $200 versus a three-dollar round-trip bus ride. Wet feet and frizzy hair versus a neat, dry arrival. I get in the car, which is still in Josie’s driveway, and back out into the street, heading north. A hundred feet later, I see a line of cars stopped on Sixty-Ninth Street headed west toward the semisecret entrance onto Watkins Boulevard. I turn on the radio just in time to hear about a pileup on Watkins at Forty-Fifth Street. I turn around, park in my own driveway, grab an umbrella, and strike out for the bus stop.


This time I am determined to take the Prospect bus instead of hiking all the way to Troost, and I curse myself for not memorizing the northbound schedule. I wait it out, though, smirking at the traffic stalled on Watkins. I see some drivers get off at Gregory. A few of them turn north on Prospect, probably hoping they can get around the jam quickly, but more of them are heading east or west for other routes. My bus comes, and the ride is uneventful, as the talkative driver moves us along well through the extra cars by not pulling into the curb for pickups. The mood on the bus is jovial as long as we can see the backup. I see I’m not the only one who resents the Watkins. Some people even wave when we pass an express bus stopped in traffic.


After Forty-Fifth, though, traffic is back to normal on Prospect and the parallel Watkins, and I scroll through my email, reply to some texts, and read some news. I’m surprised when we get to Thirty-First and happy when my second bus arrives promptly. I’m in the office a little earlier than the day before, and as it turns out, a lot of other people are later than usual because of extra traffic on Troost and extra riders on the Troost express buses.


I figure out how to reserve a conference room, set up a meeting for next week, eat lunch outside again, and work all afternoon cataloging the system and making lists of questions. I walk out with Alycia. We get on the bus at Thirty-First Street together, and she shows me pictures of her kids. We part at Prospect, where I transfer and she keeps going east. Today I notice how desolate Prospect is south of Fifty-Ninth—great swaths of nothing where there used to be blocks of houses and blocks of businesses and blocks of houses again. Construction of Watkins cut off most of the cross streets to the east and blocked customers for the businesses, which dwindled and disappeared. Houses with an expressway at their back fences and a crumbling commercial street at their front doors attracted no buyers or renters, and they disappeared too. The only benefit is to me, the bus rider, on a bus that seldom needs to stop until we get to the medical complex at Meyer Boulevard.
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