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        I. The Burial of the Dead

        April is the cruellest month, breeding

        Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing

        Memory and desire, stirring

        Dull roots with spring rain.

        —T. S. Eliot, The Wasteland
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      Tana Norris didn’t look like a murderer. At least that’s what I thought when I first saw her in my classroom in the San Francisco County Jail. With limp brown hair and dull, mud-colored eyes, Tana didn’t seem to have features so much as lack for them. There was nothing distinctive about her.

      Tana was large and shapeless in her orange jail uniform, though to be fair, all the women put on weight in the jail. Yet it was the hesitant way she moved, as if needing to ask permission for her very existence, that made me wonder about the charge of first-degree murder. If someone were to ask me what I thought Tana capable of, I would have said, “Not much.”

      Nobody asked.

      Tana had a third-grade reading level at best, lower by a grade or two than most jail inmates. And her favorite pastime was sketching butterflies and flowers. Even those looked like something drawn by a second grader, not a person who’d stabbed her father twenty-six times.

      I thought she probably had a learning disability. But there was no way for me to know for sure. I wasn’t an expert in learning differences. I wasn’t even all that knowledgeable about the GED subjects I was supposed to teach like math. In fact, I didn’t know what GED stood for until after I took the teaching job. General Educational Development.

      “You’ll have no murderers in your classroom,” Tony Mendoza, the jail supervisor, told me during my brief interview for the position. “We keep them in the old jail.” That was untrue, I soon discovered. But had I known, it probably wouldn’t have deterred me from taking the job. I’d been desperate for work and desperate to do something meaningful with my life.

      When I first started teaching, my students looked like a collection of fluorescent ice pops. Their day-glow orange sweatpants and sweatshirts blinded me to their features. Now, nearly four months later, I saw only my students’ individual faces and hardly noticed the uniforms.

      “Mith P,” Dori called out. The women had shortened my Greek surname, Papadopoulos, to Miss P on my first day. I rather liked it. It made me think of Dickens’s elderly character, the aged P, though I’m thirty-one and no one’s parent.

      I’d spent the past eight years in grad school studying Victorian literature and never imagined that I’d put my degree to use teaching high school–level subjects in a jail rather than undergraduate seminars at a university. But when life throws you a curve ball you didn’t see coming, you adjust. And though I took the job out of desperation, there was no other classroom, and no other students, I’d rather be teaching.

      I walked over to Dori, whose head of feathery, blond hair made her resemble a baby bird.

      “Do you have caths?” Dori lisped.

      I mentally scanned the large binder of jail rules, Ethical Dealings with Prisoners, they had given me before I started teaching. “Never share personal information with inmates,” was near the top of the long list, but was answering a question about pets really personal information?

      “Yes, Dori. I have three,” I answered. “Why?”

      “Becauthe you have cat hair all over your butt.”

      Several women laughed. I brushed the white cat fur off my black wool pants. I’d have to change gears quickly—the women were experts at hijacking the class. So, I grabbed a stack of loose-leaf paper and tiny pencil—pens were forbidden in the classroom—and passed them out to the women in the front row to hand back to the others.

      “Write about a time when something unexpected happened to you,” I wrote with white chalk on an old-fashioned blackboard. I turned to look at my ladies, as I’d come to think of them, to make sure they were copying my words. Most were writing. Tana was staring off into space.

      “Describe what was unexpected about it. Then reflect on what you’ve learned from the experience.”

      I hated writing with the clunky white round chalk. I’d asked for a dry erase board but was told that there was no money for extras like that. There was no money for books either. Every day, I violated copyright laws by photocopying the poems, short stories, and even novels we would read aloud in class.

      I knew this was a tough essay prompt for my students. Like Tana, a few of the women hadn’t even graduated from middle school. Many struggled with basic reading and writing. Reflection wasn’t their strong suit. They’d gotten where they were by being survivors and living in the moment. There was no time for reflection when you were poor, addicted to drugs, and trying to survive on the streets as many of the women had been before they’d been arrested.

      As the women wrote, I thought about what my essay would be about. There could only be one subject. My husband of seven years had recently left me with a note that began, “I just don’t love you anymore.” No “Dear Charlotte” or “Dear Char” or dear anything. The rest of the note continued in this cold vein. “I can’t have children with you and pretend to love their mother. You deserve someone who will love you back. Not me.”

      It wasn’t signed, but I recognized Bruce’s bird scratch handwriting. It took me several re-readings to reconcile the words with the meaning. I felt as if the words were written in a foreign language, and one that I didn’t read.

      I’d just come back from mailing my dissertation to my advisor when I found Bruce’s note—propped up against two empty beer bottles on the dining room table and next to a plate with the remains of my then-husband’s burrito.

      To say that I was shocked would be an understatement. I loved my husband. We had just moved cross-county from New York City to San Francisco for Bruce’s new job. We weren’t even unpacked yet.

      Stacks of cardboard boxes with our marital belongings lined the living and dining rooms. I went around the apartment in a daze, as if I were Alice in Lewis Carroll’s novel and had somehow fallen through the rabbit hole into a strange, unwelcome new world.

      At first, I thought we’d been robbed. I rushed to the bedroom and opened the closet door. Every single piece of Bruce’s clothing, from his biking clothes to the fancy new suits we’d picked out together for his new job, was gone. How had he packed up so quickly? How long had he been plotting to leave me with a note?

      I couldn’t cry yet. I was still in a state of shock. I was new to San Francisco and knew of only one other person besides Bruce in the area. My sister Helen who lived across the Bay in Berkeley. If there was one bright spot in uprooting our New York lives to move three thousand miles away, it was that I’d finally be close to my sister.

      I could barely get the words out that Bruce had left. Vanished. I didn’t know where. I didn’t even know where to look for him. Helen told me to hang on and got in her car. She talked to me the entire forty-five drive, as I mumbled and then howled like an animal in pain. Helen sat with me all night, holding me, as I foolishly waited for Bruce to come back. Spoiler alert: He didn’t.

      “Miss P,” Tana said, interrupting my thoughts. “I need more paper for this.”

      Tana had been in jail longer than most women—almost two years—awaiting trial for the murder of her father. When I wasn’t wondering about whether she was guilty, I thought about what it would take to murder someone.

      Weeks after Bruce left, I found out he’d been cheating on me for months. It was like I was stuck in some bad TV movie. The cross-country move had been planned so Bruce could be with his new girlfriend that he’d met on a business trip. But why not end our marriage before he took me away from friends and my home? My grief then turned to murderous rage.

      I walked over to Tana’s desk and handed her two more sheets of paper. I looked down at her large, babyish handwriting; a few words took up most of the page.

      “Miss P,” said Tana. “I’m startin’ to remember stuff.”

      “What stuff?” I asked, then immediately regretted the question.

      “From, you know, that night,” Tana said in her baby voice. “I didn’t do it. I was there. I remember now. But I didn’t do it.”

      It was an unspoken jail rule that you didn’t ask about the crimes the women did or did not commit. I’d never crossed that line, but I wasn’t immune to gossip. I’d heard Tana’s story from my favorite deputy, Cunningham.

      She said that Tana had been beaten by her father her entire life. By her boyfriends too. Then one night, she allegedly had had enough and stabbed her father to death. Perhaps she’d had enough. The knife was never found.

      But Tana confessed to the crime, was arrested, and sent to jail. She was assigned a public defender, as was her right, while she waited trial.

      “Here.” Tana handed me her essay. “Read this.”

      My heart beat quickly as I took the essay, a term that applied loosely in my jail classroom. Tana’s loose-leaf paper felt like contraband in my hand, so much so that I unconsciously glanced at the surveillance cameras in the corner of the classroom. There was nothing illegal about collecting student work, I silently told the deputies in the control room in case they were watching. They probably weren’t.

      “Mith P,” Dori called. “Come look at my story.”

      Dori also handed me her paper to read. If my feelings about Tana were mixed, I felt nothing but protective of Dori. She looked so much younger than her twenty-odd years. I knew she’d lived on the streets in the Mission before she was arrested. And released. And arrested again. In my short tenure at the jail, I’d said goodbye to her and welcomed her back to the jail classroom just a week later.

      Dori had told me her nickname was “Roller Girl” because she roller-skated in the seedy alleys in the Mission picking up johns. She wore a Catholic school uniform, which made her popular with a certain type of men. Perverts, I thought. I kept that to myself.

      Dori would be released from jail soon again, having served her short sentence. She’d been in the system, as the women referred to the criminal justice system, for years. First in juvie and then the San Francisco Jail when she turned eighteen. I worried about her but could do nothing more than encourage her to keep up with her studies. Dori was bright. I would have sent her schoolwork to do outside of jail, but she didn’t have an address for me to send it to.

      I tried to concentrate on Dori’s essay, which was about her foster mother, a woman who had been nice to her and her younger brother, taking them in after they were abused in a group home. The woman bought them clothes and cooked them meals. But one day, she brought home a new boyfriend. The boyfriend took a liking to Dori and an extreme dislike to Dori’s younger brother. The boyfriend beat Dori’s brother, who ran away. After a while, Dori ran away too.

      I asked Dori what the unexpected thing was in her story. There were so many.

      “It was that my foster mom was nice to me.” Dori looked up at me as if it were obvious. My heart hurt looking at her face when she said this.

      I praised her details and story, then sat next to her to help her with spelling and punctuation, showing her where to put periods.

      “Oh, I forgot how to use those,” she told me. Many of the women were short on punctuation. Their writing was full of run-on sentences, a long stream of events without pause—not unlike their lives outside the jail.

      June 19 2014 is the day I would like to for get. I’d moved on from Dori’s essay and was silently reading Monique’s work. When I was Just a child My Uncle use to do bad things to me. But on this later date I was 13 teen and had my first child By this man for a minute I though my life was Over Because as soon as I tould my mouthe she then at once called me all kind of names.

      I wanted to put my arms around Monique and hug her. Not that I could. There was a strict no touching inmates rule, and I’d be fired if I did. But Monique’s work was heartbreaking. Her misspelling of mother as mouthe was telling. Her mouther yelled at her, not her uncle, for the abuse.

      “Well?” Monique asked. I smiled at her impatience and told her it was brave to write this story. Unsure of what else to say, I wrote an A+ on the top.

      Monique beamed. I didn’t have to turn in grades, yet I always gave the women A+ no matter what they wrote.

      I wanted to say more about Monique’s essay, but just then one of my least favorite deputies, Mallard, stuck his head inside my classroom

      “Ladies,” he barked. “Line up. Outside in the hall. Now.”

      The two hours in class had flown by, as they often did, and I’d lost track of the time. But I hated the way some of the movement deputies—Mallard in particular—shouted at the women when they came to bring them back to the pods where they lived. It disturbed the safe space I tried hard to create.

      I sighed loudly, ignored Mallard, and walked around the room collecting the rest of my students’ essays. I told them I’d hand them back tomorrow and we could read them aloud then, something the women loved to do, as painful as the subject matter often was.

      I buried Tana’s essay in the middle of the pile, and told myself I’d get to it later.

      “See you tomorrow, ladies,” I said, as they filed out of the classroom and into the hallway. “Same bat time. Same bat channel.”

      Several of the women groaned at my cheesy saying. Others smiled. I said it every day and every day got the same reaction.

      “What ya gonna do now, Miss P? See your boyfriend for lunch?” one woman asked.

      They were always trying to elicit information about my life outside of the jail.

      “Quiet!” Mallard shouted. The women fell silent and lined up obediently in the hall in single file.

      I looked at Mallard, tempted to keep talking to the women, flouting his authority. But that would backfire. On them and me.

      The first time I met Mallard, he was wearing the standard uniform of the San Francisco Sheriff’s Department: khaki shirt with a gold sheriff’s star, green pants, and a large black belt with leather pockets that held something I couldn’t identify then. Pepper spray? A stun gun?

      He’d brought the women into my classroom my very first day of teaching, then abruptly turned to leave.

      “Guard,” I called to his retreating back. “Aren’t you going to stay?”

      “I’m a sheriff’s deputy, not a guard,” he practically spat at me. “And I’m not here to babysit you. You’ve got a radio if you need it.”

      They had indeed given me a walkie-talkie downstairs, but I wasn’t sure how to use it. Or who would come if I needed help? I had no idea I would be alone with twenty to thirty women inmates without a deputy in the classroom. Tony, the jail supervisor, hadn’t mentioned this specifically when he’d outlined my duties.

      “Man, we’re gonna eat you alive,” one woman said to me after Mallard left.

      The rest of that day was a blur of noise. The women crumpled the photocopies I’d so carefully chosen and threw them at each other. Some pretended to smoke imaginary weed. Others put their feet up on the desk and stared at me, daring me to tell them to remove them. I had no control over the classroom. But I didn’t radio for help. I carried on, trying to teach a Lucille Clifton poem on being an ordinary woman.

      When the deputy came to take the women back to the pod—a different one this time--I intended to go downstairs and tell Tony I was never coming back. But as the women filed out of the classroom, one woman stopped and asked if I had more poems like the one I’d brought. “that was cool,” she said. I later learned her name was Monique.

      “See you tomorrow, teach,” another woman said.

      “Yeah, see you tomorrow.” A few other women joined in. They said it in a way as if there wasn’t a doubt that I’d be back.

      Despite my misgivings, and that terrible first day, I went to the jail the next morning. And I’ve been back every working day since.

      I switched the light switch off in the classroom, closed the door, and walked down the hallway towards the elevators. The smell of microwaved baloney from lunch overpowered the air. Even after all this time, I still wasn’t entirely used to the jail smells—strong pine disinfectant mixed with burned baloney, sweat, and the peculiar scent of hundreds of men and women living in a confined space with no access to fresh air.

      I needed to get outside. Even on good days, I was just exhausted after teaching. Not by the actual job itself. But by the enormity of all my students’ experiences and my desire to help them. It’s as if my skin is porous and I’ve absorbed all their emotions that have poured out into their essays. My fix was to go home and sit in a steaming hot bath and let the day wash away from me. Then I’d make a hot cup of tea and curl up with my cats while I prepped for the next day’s class.

      As I left the jail, I vowed to read Tana’s essay later tonight. Then I’d ask my co-worker, Jazmyn, what, if anything, to do about Tana’s new memories.

      Though I longed to go home, I needed to make a brief stop, one that I was dreading.
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      In contrast to the fluorescent light inside the jail, the sunlight outside positively sparkled. The sky was a brilliant, azure blue, a color I’d come to think of as San Francisco blue.

      I hurried to my car, relieved to see that I hadn’t gotten a ticket on Bryant Street. I’d taken my chances by parking at a two-hour spot over four hours ago. I was in luck. No ticket.

      I rolled down the windows on my old car, a BMW 2002 that I’d bought on Craigslist for a few hundred dollars, all I could afford and a relative bargain at the time. It had since cost me much more in repairs, but I loved its boxy shape, its low-tech dashboard and features, and the boxy expanse of its front and rear windows. So what if it was decades old? Unlike my ex, I didn’t tire of people or things.

      Despite the sunshine, the air was chilly with a hint of spring. As I drove down the Embarcadero, San Francisco’s main waterfront, my spirits rose. I passed the iconic white Ferry Building with its majestic clock tower standing proudly next to the blue Bay. Bicyclists whizzed by, curled over their handlebars like brightly colored, exotic insects. Crowds of tourists ambled on the sidewalks, admiring the waterfront views. I felt alive. I was one with the buzz and hum of this picture-postcard city. I had a job I loved. Students I loved. A rent-controlled apartment with my three cats in a very expensive city. Life was good.

      But my good mood eroded as I got closer to North Beach. It was April 5th, and my rent was due. I needed to drop it off at my landlord’s house before I went home today or it would be late. My landlord, Mr. Liu, insisted on checks, which worked in my favor, as I was often short on money the first of the month—and the rest of the month as well.

      I got alimony from Bruce every month—not as much as I was entitled to after seven years of marriage, considering his new, huge salary. But I took Bruce’s lowball offer, against the advice of my family lawyer. I wanted to be done with Bruce. I wanted to support myself and not be supported by him. Fortunately, my lawyer wisely insisted Bruce keep me on his health insurance through the end of the year. I wouldn’t have been able to afford to pay it for myself, and I couldn’t live in San Francisco at all without Mr. Liu’s kindness in giving me a cut-rate deal on the rent.

      My landlord could easily have charged triple for my tiny one-bedroom apartment. But he gave it to me for the same rent-controlled price as the previous tenant, a friend of a friend of my sister Helen.

      “You have pet?” Mr. Liu asked when I first went to see the third-floor walkup. I didn’t want to lie, but having spent so many years getting my PhD in English, I was a stickler for grammar.

      I looked into Mr. Liu’s watery brown eyes and wanted to tell him the truth.

      “You have pet?” he asked again. “Pet?”

      No. I did not have a pet. I had multiple. Three cats that Bruce had collectively called the Busters, though only one of them was actually named Buster. He couldn’t be bothered to differentiate them, though the cats looked nothing alike.

      “No,” I said, truthfully. “I don’t have a pet.”

      “You have boyfriend?”

      I shook my head no. Sadly, that was the truth. What’s more, I thought I’d never have a boyfriend again. I didn’t share that with Mr. Liu.

      “You nice girl.” Mr. Liu nodded approvingly, apparently seeing something in my eyes that spelled single for life.

      “You want apartment?” he asked.

      “Oh yes! I do.” I could hardly believe my luck.

      “You come back tomorrow morning at eight.”

      I returned the next morning with two foamy lattes from the café around the corner, expecting to find a horde of better-qualified future tenants, waving credit reports and writing large deposit checks on the spot. Instead, I saw only Mr. Liu waiting out front, who thanked me for the latte. He opened the outside gate and sprinted up the three flights of stairs—impressive for a man who appeared to be in his seventies.

      Once more, Mr. Liu showed me around the small shotgun apartment--each room connected to the next without a hallway. The apartment door opened into a smallish living room with large, bright windows facing the street. The middle room was a tiny dark bedroom with an even smaller closet. The last room opened into a good-sized kitchen with two doors. One led to a bathroom. Another opened onto a fire escape with metal stairs leading down to a laundry.

      Mr. Liu removed two keys from a giant key ring and handed them over. It was the first time in over a decade that I’d be living alone. I fell in love with the apartment immediately and could have kissed Mr. Liu on the spot.

      Instead, I gave him one month’s security deposit and the first month’s rent, loaned from Helen. The next day, I packed up a small U-Haul and moved my cats and the few pieces of furniture Bruce had left behind. For some reason, he wanted most of the furniture in the divorce.

      Mr. Liu never came into my apartment after that first meeting. I’d often see him sweeping the hallways, taking out the trash, and tending a tiny garden out back. I wondered why he didn’t have a maintenance person. But he seemed to enjoy the work and keeping busy. Every month he slid a handwritten receipt through my mail slot: “Paid: one month for rent: 一千六.”

      I parked in a red zone half a block away from Mr. Liu’s building on Filbert Street, the only parking space I could find. It’d take me less than a minute to drop off the check. Surely, I wouldn’t get a ticket. So what if the check would bounce? Mr. Liu rarely cashed it right away, and though I felt like a fraud, I had no other choice but to pray that this wouldn’t be the month my landlord would deposit it immediately.

      I walked up the front stone steps of Mr. Liu’s Edwardian building and lifted the gold cover of the mail slot. I was planning on leaving quickly, but as I pushed the check through, the door moved. It was open.

      “Mr. Liu?” I called towards the crack in the door opening.

      There was no answer.

      I took a step back and looked up at the blank face of the gray stone building. It appeared to be a single-family home. There were no other mail slots or anything to indicate otherwise. And though I’d never seen a Mrs. Liu, that didn’t mean she didn’t exist.

      “Mr. Liu?” I called through the crack in the door, louder this time.

      Had Mr. Liu fallen? Was he lying hurt unable to call for help? Or maybe he’d been robbed, and the criminals had tied him up and left him for dead? I’d seen that recently in the news, though it was down on the peninsula and not in the city.

      The thought that kind Mr. Liu could be hurt or in trouble made me not hesitate. I pushed the heavy wooden door. It swung open to reveal a small, dark foyer. The air smelled musty. Several pairs of shoes neatly lined one wall. On a coatrack hung a few jackets like the ones I was used to seeing Mr. Liu wear.

      The air inside was hushed. The house felt empty.

      Leading from the small foyer was a narrow set of stairs. I grabbed an umbrella from a stand next to the coatrack. Tt was a flimsy paper shade, used for sun protection, hardly a lethal weapon, but I carried it anyway.

      The stairs creaked underneath me. If there were burglars, I was certainly alerting them to my presence.

      The air smelled different as I got closer to the top of the stairs. It was sickly sweet, like piles of garbage rotting on a sidewalk on a hot summer day.

      The staircase led to a large living room. Heavy curtains hung over the windows. Ghostly shapes of furniture were barely visible through the gloom.

      “Mr. Liu?” My voice cracked. “It’s Charlotte. Are you here?”

      I held my breath. There was no response other than a strange buzzing noise coming from the direction of a narrow hallway. Light spilled from an open doorway at the far end.

      Though my legs felt like limp spaghetti, I began walking towards the light, holding my breath as the stench got stronger and the buzzing louder.

      My brain was telling me to turn around. But my concern about Mr. Liu overrode that instinct. The smell was overpowering. Foul and rotten and sweet at the same time. The jail smell was nothing like this.

      When I got to the doorway of a kitchen, my hands flew to my mouth. Flies buzzed everywhere. On the table were open containers of Chinese food, but the flies weren’t hovering there. They were buzzing mostly around floor. Mr. Liu was lying there. His skin was purple, his mouth open in a twisted grin. Flies collected around his open eyes.

      I wanted to scream. I couldn’t. No sound came. Instead, I turned and ran back the way I came, dropping the umbrella somewhere along the route, and stumbling down the last few stairs before flying out of the foyer and onto the front porch. I vomited just outside the front door.

      Then, with shaking hands, I took my phone out of my jacket pocket and punched 911.
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      “Did you touch the body? Move anything?” a detective named Ryan asked me. I stood shivering on Mr. Liu’s front porch.

      I didn’t know if Ryan was the detective’s first or last name, and I didn’t want to ask. Another detective was with him. A tall, red-headed woman named Perry, which I was pretty sure was her last name. They’d pulled up together and, after asking me a couple of questions, went immediately upstairs. Then the male detective came down and took out a notebook from his suit pocket and asked more questions.

      I shook my head. “No,” I stammered. “I didn’t touch Mr. Liu.”

      Perry and Ryan went into Mr. Liu’s house while I stayed outside on the porch.

      “Charlotte? Right?” He remembered my name, though I didn’t recall telling him.

      I nodded. Ryan’s eyes were dark, almost black, like his hair. His voice was soothing, sympathetic. My breathing slowed, though I was still shivering.

      “Let’s step inside for a moment and you can start at the beginning.”

      I vaguely wondered about contaminating a crime scene based on nothing more than my love of TV British crime dramas, but I gladly agreed. It was cool inside as well, but not as brisk.

      Ryan and I stood in Mr. Liu’s foyer. I could hear the other detective talking on the phone upstairs, but couldn’t hear what she was saying.

      “I came about half hour ago to drop off the rent. It was late…” I stopped. “The rent, not the time.” I was embarrassed by that detail but found myself confessing that, anyway. How to explain my precarious finances and my delay with the rent?

      Ryan nodded and wrote something in his notebook. “Go on.”

      “I usually just push the envelope through the mail slot, but when I did, I noticed the door was slightly open.”

      “Then what happened?” There was no urgency in Ryan’s tone. He looked at me sympathetically and nodded slightly for me to continue.

      I explained how I thought Mr. Liu might have fallen or been burgled.

      “And you decided to go inside and investigate?”

      “Well, yes,” I said. “I thought Mr. Liu might need help. He’s elderly and I thought he could have fallen or something.” I was finding it difficult to explain my thought processes.

      “Did you hear any noises to indicate that?”

      I shook my head no. “But I needed to see if he was alright.” I told Ryan about creeping up the stairs with the umbrella in case there was someone there.

      I told him about the buzzing sound and the foul smell, and then I had a hard time keeping my voice from cracking when I described finding Mr. Liu dead on his kitchen floor.

      Ryan simply nodded and continued writing.

      “Why would anyone kill him?” I asked.

      “What makes you think he was murdered?” Perry asked. I hadn’t noticed her come downstairs, but she stood behind Ryan and had obviously overheard the last part of my story. If the two detectives were playing good cop–bad cop, Perry was definitely the bad one. I don’t know why but I got the feeling she didn’t like me.

      “Well, you’re here,” I said.

      “We’re here because you called 911 and said there was a robbery and a dead body.” Perry’s voice was clipped. “We normally wouldn’t come out. They’d send uniformed cops, but we were in the neighborhood ….” Her voice trailed off and she looked at her partner.

      It seemed like it was Ryan’s choice to respond to the call.

      “Yet it doesn’t look like anything’s been taken.” Perry looked at her partner. “No robbery. DOA is probably due to natural causes. There were several prescriptions in the kitchen, and at least one of them for a heart condition.”

      “So, there’s nothing to indicate foul play or forced entry.” Ryan’s tone was softer than his partner’s.

      “Well, the front door was open.” I know I sounded defensive. In truth, my 911 call might have been a bit dramatic. The dispatcher had asked me to slow down, take deep breaths, and speak calmly. But I could hardly be blamed for my panicked reaction. I’d never seen a dead body before, and certainly never expected to find Mr. Liu on his kitchen floor.

      Perry gave me a brief lecture on the difference between burglary and robbery. Robbery is a crime against a person involving force or fear, and it’s a felony. she told me. Burglary is what happens when you enter a building to steal something. You don’t spend eight years in English grad school—or at least I didn’t—without a deep consciousness and love of words and their meanings.

      Did I say robbery to the 911 operator? I probably did. And now that I knew the difference, I’d be more careful in my word choice. I suddenly thought of my jail students in their orange jumpsuits and wondered if they knew the difference, then realized that, of course, they would.

      “In any case,” Detective Perry said, “It doesn’t look like a burglary has occurred—or a robbery either.” She raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Aren’t you going to examine Mr. Liu?” I asked.

      “The body belongs to the medical examiner,” Ryan said, “not to us. She’ll be here soon.”

      I didn’t want to think of Mr. Liu’s body as belonging to anyone but himself.

      I looked away before either detective could see the tears I was trying to hold back. Then I noticed in the far corner of the foyer was a small wooden end table. On top of it sat a fat Buddha fronted by candles, a small bowl with bright orange mandarins, and a bouquet of yellow and white flowers, brown and wilted at the edges. When had Mr. Liu laid this offering? Four days ago? Five? Had he been dead all this time? Or did he fall and lie on his kitchen floor, unable to move or call for help?

      “When was the last time you heard from or saw your landlord?” Ryan asked, as if reading my thoughts.

      I tried to remember. Was it a week ago? Mr. Liu usually put out the garbage bins every Wednesday, but I often saw him on other days, cleaning out the laundry room or mopping the stairs. He seemed to enjoy the manual work and always waved hello and stopped to talk when he saw me.

      But thinking back, it was another tenant who moved the garbage bins last week, not Mr. Liu. I remember thinking that was odd. I just figured Mr. Liu was on vacation or had asked the tenant in 2B.

      I shook my head and told Ryan I didn’t remember the last time I saw my landlord. How had I not noticed his absence?

      Ryan asked me to wait a second while he and Perry went back upstairs. I heard them conferring about something but couldn’t hear what they were saying.

      I was sitting on the bottom stairway step, with my head in my hands, when I noticed Mr. Liu’s mail piled on the floor of the foyer. There was a stack of circulars and letters. My rent check was at the top of the pile. Mr. Liu had probably been dead for a few days, judging by the pile on the floor.

      How awful to die alone and not be missed by anyone. Where was his family? His friends? I’d assumed there was a Mrs. Liu, though my landlord had never mentioned anyone and I’d never thought to ask. It was too late now.

      I looked at the pile of mail, and something caught my eye. An eight by eleven piece of copier paper folded in half was sticking out from the middle. I recognized that paper. It came from the jail. But what was it doing here? I certainly hadn’t brought it.

      Along one side of the folded paper—was a telltale mark, a black line that was on every paper I photocopied. For the jail photocopier had a deep scratch along one side of the glass, so every poem, short story, or lesson, I photocopied had the same dark line across the left-hand side of the page.

      I pulled the paper from the pile of mail. My heart skipped a beat.

      It was a poem I taught recently in class—Mary Oliver’s “The Summer Day,” which ends with the absolutely stunning line asking what you will do with your one life. I’d wanted to inspire the women with the poem.

      But how did it end up at Mr. Liu’s? I never gave it to him.

      The top stair creaked as Ryan and Perry descend. Quickly and without thinking, I folded the photocopy in half again and shoved it in my pocket, hoping the detectives didn’t see.

      “I’ll get your contact information, then you’re free to go,” Ryan said.

      I stood up and told Ryan my cell number and then gave him my office number at the jail, though hardly anyone ever called me there.

      “You work at the Hall of Justice?” Ryan asked, no doubt recognizing the exchange.

      “No, at the new jail next door. I teach the women.”

      “What do you teach?”

      “Literature mostly.” While Tony had hired me to teach all four subjects of the GED, I was no good at math, and besides, I’d rationalized, I needed to improve the women’s reading and writing skills first if they ever had a chance of passing any of the sections on the test.

      Ryan looked like he was about to ask me another question, then he looked at Perry and said. “We’ll be in touch if we have any further questions.”

      Outside Mr. Liu’s house, a dark blue coroner’s van pulled up. A petite woman with short gray hair hopped out. A younger man in a blue jacket emerged from the passenger’s side, then went around to the back of the van. The two of them pulled out a metal gurney with what looked like an empty body bag on top.

      Ryan walked with me down the front steps, and I mumbled a quick goodbye, not even looking at him, before turning and practically running to my car. I heard the detectives and the coroner chatting as if they were old friends. Something about no need for forensics and open and shut case.

      Tears fell as I rushed to my car. I didn’t bother wiping them away. I needed to get away and go home. But I’d forgotten I’d parked in a red bus zone until I saw the ticket on my windshield. The fine would be over $300.

      I sat in my car, put my head on my steering wheel, and sobbed.

    

  

