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*In order to protect the privacy of the students whose stories they shared, the names of 

the housekeepers have been changed. 

Across the dark campus, lights flicker on in the first floor windows of the 22 

dorms at Mount Holyoke College. As the housekeepers unlock their closets and begin 

assembling their artillery of disinfectant and rags, the only other sounds are the rumbling 

diesel engines of the garbage trucks—the first stirrings before the whole place comes 

alive. From the phone on the first floor of her brick and linoleum domain, Mae phones 

her supervisor to clock in. It’s busy. She mumbles: “yap-yappin’ away,” and rolls her 

eyes, letting the receiver bang down. It’s 6:15 AM, a little late because this morning she 

stopped for a cup of coffee. “They tell us they don’t like to use their cell phones but you 

have to do what you have to do, you know? I’m surprised they haven’t called me yet.” 

She sweeps the first floor for garbage and general disorder. There is a wilted, 

brown apple core on one of the living room tables and a soggy, cold cup-of-noodles on 

the other. The couch cushions jut in various directions. It looks like someone emptied a 

backpack onto the carpet in front of one of the couches and left various pieces of scrap 

paper and pencils with dulls tips. Quickly and precisely, Mae sweeps the old food and 

crumpled scrap paper into a trash bag, sets the cushions right, delicately lines the broken 

pencils up on the table as if she is arranging items on her child’s desk and then switches 

off the lamps. In the other living room across the hall she accidently wakes up a student 
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who was sprawled on one of the couches, clutching a binder like a teddy bear. “I didn’t 

know there was somebody in here!” She says apologetically, tip-toeing back out of the 

room chuckling gently as the student looks around, confused. 

Mae is neither particularly short nor tall in stature, her roundness disguises the 

strength of her shoulders and arms until you see her stretching to wipe the tops of the 

bathroom mirrors or flipping over a living room couch by herself. She is one of 10 people 

of color on the 19-person staff. She begins her family’s story several generations ago on a 

plantation in Louisiana. Her mother was the first to move up North and often Mae’s 

southern accent shines through when she emphasizes a word or a phrase. At somewhere 

around fifty, she avoids saying how old she is and especially how old she was when she 

had her first child (“I was young and stupid”). Her children are all grown. Her daughter-

in-law calls her every morning on her commute just to chat. She is the grandma that the 

grandchildren run away to when their parents won’t buy them $150 sneakers; she is the 

grandma that sends them right back home if sneakers are their sad excuse for running 

away; and she is the grandma that would literally bail them out of jail. She has the 

mastery over her facial expressions of an experienced storyteller. Her fluid features melt 

from one look to another—conveying, after a good scoff, her unwillingness to care about 

peoples’ opinions of her through her widely flared nostrils and arched eyebrows. 

Sometimes, when she is thinking, she furrows her brow and sucks in her lower lip and 

jowls just enough to hint at the hollowness that tooth decay has left in her jaw from 

decades of smoking. Most of the time, however, the crows’ feet at the edges of her eyes 

turn gently upwards in a smile. After a few hours, a couple wisps of gray inevitably pop 

out of her normally smoothed-down, dark-brown hair—accentuating her matronly 
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presence among the 160 college-age women that live in her residence hall. 

In the late morning (which is 9 am, for Mae), she refills her paper coffee cup from 

7-Eleven and leans against one of the counters in the kitchenette to eat a cinnamon roll. 

While the students shuffle around her and say good morning—distracted by the milk they 

are pouring over cereal or the sugar they are stirring into their coffee—Mae is watching 

with the vigilance of a mother of five. She wonders to herself about the new details: who 

is this boy she’s got visiting? Why is this one wearing long dark sleeves on a beautiful, 

sunny morning? What a terrible bright red to dye one’s hair… 

At this point she has already done the sinks, mirrors and toilets so that when 

students first wake up they can use a clean bathroom. It is a Monday, so today holds three 

days’ worth of messes. It’s common for her to find vomit on the floor or on a toilet seat 

on almost every floor, used sanitary pads and tampons left in the bathroom stalls or in 

stranger places, like stuck to the wall in the shower. The sinks and shower drains are 

often stopped up with matted hair or toilet paper. Mae snaps on thousands of pairs of the 

housekeeping department’s signature teal-colored disposable gloves every year. Each 

housekeeper has their own system; after 24 years of working here it still gives Mae 

satisfaction to know that “her girls” will look into a spotless mirror in the morning.  

She is finishing the fifth floor showers when her cell-phone rings. It’s Anne, from 

the dorm across the way. She asks why there is an ambulance in front of Mae’s dorm. At 

first Mae gives her a hard time for her nosiness but then she pulls off her gloves and 

heads downstairs.  

An ambulance and two police cars idle in front of the dorm, lights flashing 

without sirens like a scene from a muted film. She walks past the computer room on the 
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way to the front and hears muffled, terrible sobbing from behind the closed door. Mae 

eases open the door and peers in. It is a student Mae knows. It is one of the many students 

over the years that Mae has seen struggle here. She is huddled on the floor in the corner 

of the room as if she is trying to fold into the walls where they meet, clutching a cell 

phone to her ear. Mae squats down in front of her and tries to coax some intelligible 

language out. The student clasps one of Mae’s wrists, her chest heaving with panic, 

unable to breathe. When she can catch her breath she pleads “no, no!” She holds out the 

phone to Mae, who takes it and steps outside so she can hear, unsure of what else to do. 

The young man on the phone tells Mae that the student threatened to kill herself so he 

called campus safety. From the other side of the dorm the Police Chief comes striding 

down the hallway and hears the crying, he looks at Mae and snaps, “You knew where she 

was? And you didn’t tell us?”  

Mae follows him into the computer room to give the cell phone back and the 

student starts to grasp at her like she’s the last floating debris of a shipwreck—the only 

hope for survival. A paramedic joins the scene and begins to try and talk the young 

woman down as Mae carefully untangles herself. She looks the student in the eyes 

saying, “they’re here for you, sweetheart. And you need to go with them. They will take 

care of you.” Twisting her wrists out of the desperate grip, the student paws at Mae’s 

shirt, trying to drag her back as she leaves the room. The Police Chief bellows something 

about interference as Mae reaches the door. Mae makes a face that reads as a mix of 

exasperation, defiance and mild disgust. With 80 staff members and the campus police 

force working in tandem, a tangled bureaucracy is inevitable. Mae doesn’t flinch when it 

comes to issues involving her “girls.”  


