
1

"Save Room For Us” 

It was halfway through spring semester when Levi took up in a cardboard box in Hewitt Hall. I 

showed up early on a Monday morning for an economics lecture, and he was there. Maybe a bit 

disheveled, but at that point he was still well-kept. He had a blanket, a pillow, a water canteen, 

and a bunsen burner (on top of which appeared to be a metal dog-food bowl). It made sense that 

he chose Hewitt for his new home. Five times a week, at 8 AM, four hundred students streamed 

into the marble building through three sets of double doors, and the first thing they would see 

when their days began would be him, cooking oatmeal in a PetCo dish.  

I didn’t know what to make of it. “Marxist" demonstrations happened often. If you were 

an economics student, they were something you saw nearly every day. But: could you properly 

call this a Marxist demonstration? Was it “I’m-Levi-and-I-will-cease-to-do-my-homework-and-

therefore-become-a-dog” type of thing? Was it that? I wasn’t sure. Something about it defied 

categorization. There he was, that first day, zen-like, monkish, watching all of us like he held our 

secrets.  

I would not have called Levi a friend. He was a passing face. Sometimes I’d catch him in 

the library late into the night. Studious. Him and I had never talked. Just exchanged the odd 

glance. I didn’t know who he talked to. But now I wanted to know him. I wanted to know why. 

“It was acid,” Ellen said. “I have thought about other explanations, and none hold up.” 

The two of us were at dinner a few days after Levi had started with his box thing. To my 

surprise, he was keeping it up.  
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“Acid, mushrooms, K, PCP, drugs drugs drugs,” she said. “I’ve seen it one too many 

times. And it always happens to the good ones. Kind of tragic, really.” 

“You’ve seen this before?” 

“Oh my God, are you kidding? Do you remember Hans? Hans Delbruck?” 

“Vaguely,” I said. “From Germany.” I remember hearing that name two years ago, when I 

was a freshman. 

“Yeah,” she said. “The German.” She ate a spoonful of dirty rice. “He was sixteen, and he 

was this big-time physics prodigy. He was this tiny thing, like a mouse. I figured was so cooped 

up all his life, with his equations and with Germany and all that. So this happened at Mick’s 

place, and he’s there. That’s strange enough. But the weirder part was that he was drunk. Nina, I 

mean drunk. Stumbling and falling over every girl he passes, attacking anyone with a cigarette, 

trying to put his mouth on everything.” 

“Hold on,” I said. Ellen liked to wander around. “What does Levi have to do with this?” 

“Can you wait,” she said. “I’m getting there.” 

She took a bite out of her chicken leg and washed it down with Coke. She sucked the 

barbecue sauce off her fingers. 

“So,” she said. “If you’ll let me finish. Mick’s house is packed, and I mean packed. Wall-

to-wall bodies. I’m shocked I didn’t get heatstroke. At around one in the morning, there’s this 

screaming. More like a squealing, really. Like a pig. And everything stops - people are like, not 

dancing anymore, and I was pretty worried. And the crowd in the living room starts to part, and 

Hans, in his birthday suit, parts the middle of the room and runs out into the night. Like some 
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sort of coked-out Moses. Might I add, he was well, uh…” She closed her eyes tightly and 

thought for a minute. “Endowed.” 

“Ellen,” I said. “Please. You are killing me.”  

“Will you shut up? You have no sense of fun.”  

“You don’t know that,” I said. 

“Yes I do. Because it’s pretty amazing that you’ve never heard this story. So Hans, right. 

He was gonna get some from Liz Steinfeld. Can you believe that?” 

“Liz? To be honest I can.” 

Ellen laughed. “You’re right. But I talked to her the next day. They were going at it, about 

to, you know, when he starts speaking his mother tongue, rapid-fire. She gets all freaked out and 

tries to calm him down, but it’s no use. He’s gone full German. He apparently got down on his 

knees and started crossing himself, yelling at the sky, and poof: he’s gone from the place.”  

She looked back down at her plate and started eating more chicken. We were silent for a 

moment. She said, “Crazy, right?” 

I tried hard to stay calm. “Thank you, Ellen,” I said. “As usual you’ve given me 

absolutely nothing.”  

“Shithead,” she said. “It was Mick! He fed the kid some kinda mushroom! He loves 

doing that!” She raised one eyebrow. “And I won’t lie to you, Nina,” she moved up close to me. 

“I was the supplier.”  

I was beyond horrified. “Wait, what? You did that?” 

She looked hurt. “Maybe you’d know that if you ever came to his place.” 

“Ellen I feel like I should report you right now.”  
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She looked confused. “For what?” 

I clenched my fists under the table. “Never mind,” I said. “So what happened to him.” 

She furrowed her brow. “Who?” 

“Hans, Ellen. Could you please tell me what happened to Hans.” 

“Oh! Him. No one’s sure,” she said. “The leading theory is that some family secrets 

regarding some great uncles at Nuremberg were divinely revealed to him, and he’s been trying 

his best to atone.”  

“And you think Levi went through the same thing.” 

“I never saw Levi at Mick’s, but he was definitely such a straight-laced fucker that I bet 

he cracked and realized he needed to get spiritual. Have you heard of the spirit molecule? You 

should look it up. It’s fascinating. But I bet you don’t know anything about that. And I don’t 

think you would even understand it.”  

I watched Ellen pick a piece of meat from her drumstick and inspect it. She peeled off a 

slab of skin and put it in her mouth. 

“I want dessert,” she said. “They have torte tonight.” 

“I’ll have some fruit,” I said. 

I walked to the fruit bar, but I decided against in and grabbed a piece of torte, too. We put 

our two piece of chocolate cake on the table and we ate them.  

Levi’s celebrity grew rapidly. The morning after Ellen and I had dinner, my macro professor 

addressed the matter.  

“I’m sure you’re all quite familiar with our boy out in the hallway.” 
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“Our boy.” I think that is what he became. I had grown strangely fond of him over the 

week that he spent there in that box. I still did not know why he’d decided to do it. It was a fact 

that became more and more frustrating to me. He had started to occupy increasingly larger 

portions of my thoughts, preventing me from following every step of Ellen’s rants, making me 

lose track of lectures on the Gini index.  

“The coefficient is the highest its ever been in our history, and this is indicative of an 

impending…”  

Always back to him. Which is why I was relieved when my professor decided to speak 

on it: 

“It must be a little strange for all of you to see him sitting out there every day. Last night, 

the department convened and spoke with university security. They had been trying to get him to 

leave for a few days. He staunchly refused. Funnily enough, many of the professors in the 

department were not even aware that someone was holing up in our building. But, upon hearing 

that we have a new tenant, many in the department think that he should be allowed to stay. He’s 

not harming anyone, he’s not even initiating conversation with anyone. If he keeps things that 

way, we said, he’s allowed to express himself in whatever way he sees fit.”  

A guy up front raised his hand.  

“I do think he should be allowed to stay, but why is he there?” 

Professor sighed. “To be honest,” she shrugged her shoulders. “I’ve no idea. He was… 

oblique with us about that. But, this is what can’t happen, you see? He’s derailing us.” 
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Ellen and I were at breakfast late on a Saturday morning, her in sweatpants and a hoodie, 

her hair tied back in a bun. She had been drinking the night before; a wave of saccharine 

peachiness hit me each time she opened her mouth to talk. I hadn’t had anything to drink in about 

six months. She brought that fact up and now we were reminiscing.  

I laughed. “That one night last semester in your dorm,” I said. “You made me look so 

dumb in front of everybody. I had three and it was like I needed a translator.”  

“Three’s not nothing,” she said. “And I’m sure you’ve toughened up since.” 

There was no way I had, though. Ellen and I hadn’t hung out outside of a dining hall for a 

while. Slowly and without intention, we became almost exclusively dining partners. The very 

first time I came to school I had no one. The days started early with a run and ended late in a pile 

of readings. There were lectures, discussions, there was protein and there was coffee, there were 

leafy greens and there were twilight hours spent looking out a tiny window at little groups 

congregating on the hill. I went home for winter break with little but a GPA that could split you 

in two. And for a while I thought that was enough. That was what school was for, right?  

That winter, back at home, the friends I had known for years went up north to go skiing 

or went down south where it was warm, and I found myself with not much else to do except 

read, sleep, and eat. My brother had moved out, found a job in Chicago, and the house became 

still. Things were inert. I knew I had to make some sort of an effort to meet at least one person 

when I got back for the spring, but I was nervous that the groups had already been established; 

the boundaries had been defined. 

Then I found Ellen. She was facedown in a snowbank in the wee hours of the morning at 

the beginning of our second semester. That was, somehow, not the drunkest I would ever see her. 
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She had forgotten where she lived, and I, not wanting to leave a girl out in the snow, brought her 

back to my place. She devoured all of my snacks and promptly fell asleep on the floor. Since 

then she’s been sort of my best friend, I guess. I never thought I’d associate with someone so 

reckless, but I view it as a matter of chance that we met.  

I would never purposefully seek out anyone like her, really. And what I mean by that is I 

usually do not associate with, for lack of a better word, morons. Because Ellen is, for lack of a 

better word, a moron, and her presence here has always confused me.  She designed her own 

major and called it “Holistic Mind-Body Wellness and Alternative Self-Healing Methods 

Studies.” Our school has a minuscule acceptance rate, but she’s a legacy: her father (’86, summa 

cum laude (I did a little research)) hit it big in the food additives business back in the early 90’s 

and ended up rich. She has never told me what exactly her mother does. 

“Ellen,” I said. “Have you heard anything else about Levi?” 

She held her fork in midair and squinted her eyes, searching.  

“Levi, Levi,” she muttered. “Oh. Box man.”  

“You’ve already forgotten?” 

“Lots of tabs, lots of tabs to keep. I don’t remember hearing anything, though. The whole 

almost too college, you know. Kind of embarrassing if you ask me.” 

I looked away from her.  

“What is it with you and this guy though?”, she asked.  

“I’m really not sure,” I said. “You know, he was smart, I’m sure of it. Ellen, what he’s 

doing, is it smart or is it kinda dumb?” 

“Well, why’s he in his little box?” 
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“That’s the thing. He won’t say; no one really knows. And to tell you the truth it eats at 

me! I see him every morning, getting a little dirtier every day. Everyone seems used to him by 

now. It’s like he’s invisible. But he sleeps in Hewitt! He relies on cereal donations from 

charitable kids. For all I know, he just gets up to go to the bathroom.” 

“I’m telling you,” Ellen said. “You could have straight A’s and the brownest nose on this 

whole campus and it’d just take a few hours to change completely into someone else.” 

“Why would anyone want to not be that, though?” 

“Nina,” she said. “Have you ever been bored? I mean like, truly bored. So bored that you 

feel like you couldn’t even form a new thought? Like you could do anything and you would feel 

like you’d done it before?”  

I didn’t know how to answer that.  

“Um,” I said. “I’m not really sure. Have you?” 

“I’m asking you the question. Let me put it this way: do you think that he was bored?” 

“He could have been,” I said. “Do you think that’s it? He was just bored?” 

“I don’t fuckin’ know,” she said. There was a silence. 

“I can’t talk to that kid,” I said. “I’d look so stupid.”  

“Tomorrow’s Sunday,” Ellen said. “That place’ll be dead. I’m sure you can get some 

quality time with him.” 

Streaks of rain blurred the windows. I looked out at Hewitt across the quad. It was the 

anchor in the center of campus: solid, dependable. He would be there tomorrow. Maybe he slept 

in on Sundays. I’d bring coffee. We could talk, alone. I’d see him.  
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But I did not. Levi was gone. I showed up at eleven o’ clock with two cups of coffee in 

cardboard cups. I had shoved sugar packets and cream cartons into my coat pockets. Where Levi 

should have been there was a janitor slowly mopping the floor. I approached him.  

“Excuse me,” I said. “There was a person here, do you know where he went?”  

He kept his head fixed on his mop.  

“Forcibly removed,” he said. “Took to vandalism.”  

He motioned his head toward the wall behind me. I looked. A large portion was shielded 

by white wallpaper, under which were large, graffitied letters that I couldn’t make out. 

I turned back toward him.  

“Do you know where he is now?”  

“Couldn’t tell you,” he said. “The folks on nightshift found his work and they sent him 

off. You a friend of this kid?” 

“Not exactly,” I said.  

“Who would be? Seemed like he was calling attention to himself.”  

There was a pressure in my chest, one that seemed to be buoying the words, “I do, I do, I 

do and I do not know why I do.” 

I stood and looked at the now-empty spot in between the doors to Hewitt’s lecture hall. 

The floor was polished and shiny; there was nothing to indicate that anyone had been there. The 

janitor took the “WET FLOOR” sign from his cart and placed it there.  

I left Hewitt still holding the two cups of coffee. The sky was powder blue and cloudless. 

The wind was sharp and flayed the dry skin of my ears. I found a trashcan and threw both of the 

cups out. 
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I was in my room that night, reading, when I got a text from Ellen. It was a screenshot of a 

Facebook event. There was going to be a party at Mick’s house next weekend.  

“he’s gonna be there,” she wrote.  

“Who?” 

“mr Box” 

“How do you know?” 

“mick told me he’s gonna be like the main attraction.” Then: “he got kicked off campus 

and mick took him in.” 

I hadn’t been to a party since two Septembers ago, when I first got to school. They 

seemed like compulsory events for incoming freshmen, so I went. After two weeks they didn’t 

seem so necessary anymore.  

I couldn’t decide. It would be everything I didn’t want. But Ellen would be there. She’d 

probably be making the rounds, though. I wouldn’t see her much. But it would be my only 

chance to see him. I could get answers. I wanted that more than anything.  

I wrote back: “I’ll go.” 

Mick lived about a mile off campus in this townhouse complex that the school 

subsidized. It was an unusually warm night, so Ellen and I walked. She was already drunk, 

chatty. She couldn’t stop saying how happy she was that I was getting out.  

“It’s so funny,” she said. “It took this fucking bummy kid living in a box to get you to 

leave your room.”  
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“Mmm.” 

I was nervous. I’d make it as quick as possible. Get in, see Levi, ask him some questions, 

leave. Ellen would be too distracted by that point to notice.  

We got there around 11:30. I could hear music from down the street, and kids were 

standing around in the front yard, smoking. When we got closer, Ellen started to skip away from 

me.  

“Ellen,” I said. But she was already gone. She was talking to the people out on the lawn, 

and then the ones spilling out the doorway. This was going to be the whole night. I wouldn’t be 

able to keep up with her. I pushed past a group of boys standing on the front stoop and went 

inside.  

It was like all the ones she had told me about before. Wall-to-wall bodies. The smell, 

God. She never fully captured that with her stories. It was overwhelming: vaguely bodily, 

vaguely alcoholic, the sum of everyone’s sweat and drinks. It was dark, and the music was loud. 

It was new to me, but I was more comfortable than I thought I would be. I had dressed 

plainly. No one was looking at me. My entrance, contrary to what I thought it was going to be, 

was not any kind of spectacle.  

 So I started looking for him. I had to walk sideways up the short flight of stairs that led 

to the second floor, my back pressed to the railing. Levi was going to be the main attraction, 

Ellen said. When I got to the top of the stairs, there were more bodies, even more tightly packed. 

I tried to navigate the floor, shouting out useless and endless “Excuse me’s.” 
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I began to feel stupid. If Levi was here, out on display, it was too dark to get a good look 

at him, and far too loud to try to have any conversation. But the room was small, and I didn’t see 

his box. 

At the back of the room, near a narrow hallway, there was a group of kids standing by a 

door. I shuffled my way over. Taped to the door was a piece of paper that read: “TEN MINUTES 

WTH HOMELESS MYSTIC. WAIT YOUR TURN." I looked down. Smoky red light was 

flooding out of the crack under the door. 

A boy with a curly mustache was guarding the room. I asked him if it was Levi’s room. 

“The Good Doctor will speak with you, yes,” he said. He raised one eyebrow and smiled 

out of the corner of his mouth. “Jesus,” I thought. 

“Just stand back there and wait.” He pointed to the line. There were two girls standing 

together, and a solitary boy stood behind them. I gave the boy at the door a weak smile and 

moved to the end of the line. The boy there looked at me.  

“You tryna see Levi?”, he said. 

“Yeah.” 

“That dude’s nuts!” His mouth was like a whiskey diffuser. “So fuckin’ cool, fuck. Man, 

just a big fuck you to all the administration. Genius, man, he’s a genius. Brave, too. I’m Theo, by 

the way.”  

I nodded a little bit. “Nina,” I said. 

“Word,” he said. He bobbed his head up and down and turned back to the door. I stood 

there waiting. After a moment, the door opened. Two boys came stumbling out. I tried to get a 
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peek inside the room. It was bathed in dark red light. I craned my head to look, but the door 

closed before I could see anything.  

As soon as it had closed, the two boys doubled over laughing. They started to make these 

ridiculous faces at one another. They couldn’t stop giving each other high fives. They were 

saying things to one another, but it was too loud in there to make them out.  

I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t think that that was how people would react. I didn’t 

think this was funny. Levi seemed dead serious about what he was doing. The next two girls 

went in. The two boys wouldn’t stop.  

While I was watching, though, I heard something. A song started to play. I forgot the 

name of it or who sang it. But the song was fast. It had a lilting kind of melody. It rose up and 

fell back down. A woman was singing. I had heard it before, and I knew from where. Ellen 

showed me it, that one night, in her dorm. The night I had those drinks. She knew every word. I 

sat on the ground, drunk. She danced around like an idiot. She tore off her clothes. I remember 

laughing hysterically. I remember her trying to pick me up off the ground while I was screaming. 

Beyond that, though, it’s blurry.  

I came here for Levi. But something was pulling me to that crowd. I kept catching 

fleeting glimpses of her face among all the people. Whenever I did, I could see she was smiling, 

singing along. I knew that she remembered that moment in her room. But somehow I had 

forgotten about it. I had locked it away somewhere.  

I could see her brown hair in the blue light. Her head was swiveling. She was looking 

around for something. 
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I looked back at the door. I was next in line, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I thought: 

“What good is this?” I wanted to find Ellen. But the crowd was thick, and I had already lost 

sight of her. I looked back toward the door again, and I walked away. The music was getting 

louder, more intense. Someone spilled their drink on me, soaking my shirt.  

“Fuck,” they said. “Sorry.”  

“That’s alright,” I said.  

I was looking, looking everywhere. I kept thinking I saw her, but I felt like I was being 

tossed around in a wave. My head couldn’t stay fixed on anything for more than a moment. 

The song kept getting louder. The crowd was moving in a million directions. I could 

barely stand up straight. I was looking for her. There was a hand up in the air, reaching out. I 

thought it was Ellen’s. It looked like her’s. But I couldn’t say for certain. It was too dark in there 

to know for sure. I grabbed it anyway.   


