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  From the moment we’re born we begin learning, creating ourselves in a process that lasts a lifetime, a process that is our life. It’s an uplifting thought. But, depressingly, from the same moment the clock starts ticking down on our finite lives. We’ve already begun to die.

  And when you’re dead, you’re just dead.

  I’ve always hoped that were it my corpse lying on the floor people would hover around drawing lessons from my life, pondering the infinite.

  But in this finite world bodies start to stink after a while and MaryLee Stock sadly is not going to be an exception.

  Her body rests on its side facing away from me, her long, straight black hair splayed across the ivory carpet. From my vantage point inside her apartment’s front door, she looks like she’s fallen asleep after coming home drunk from a party. Peaceful.

  I lift my wrist toward my mouth and start whispering into my u.D. “Caucasian female, mid-twenties, no signs of struggle, Monet water lilies on wall.” I’m not sure what inspires me to focus on the water lilies. Perhaps her cheaply framed poster reminds me of the old Robert Hayden poem where he gets lost in the painting at the Museum of Modern Art, forgetting for a moment about the Vietnam War. O light beheld as through refracting tears, Here is the aura of that world each of us has lost, Here is the shadow of its joy.

  I wonder if MaryLee had a brief moment of clarity before she died, whether she’d seen light and joy through the refracted tears of life, or if she’d just stopped like a toaster with a pulled plug.

  “Hey, Rich,” Maurice Henderson says in a no-nonsense tone, “I need you out of here.”

  “Sure, Inspector,” I grumble, grateful he’s let me in at all. He and I know he’s only doing me this favor because I helped him out when he needed it three months ago.

  The story had been horrific. A downtown hipster was pushing Blue Magic, a designer psychedelic hallucinogen that wreaked havoc on young people’s brains. Kids taking it would become wildly manic for forty-eight hours before their inevitable crash. The ones who couldn’t get enough of a fix from the pill started injecting it pulverized straight into their bloodstreams. Then the bodies started showing up in the morgue with furrowed eyes, purple-tinged skin, and puncture marks dotting their inner arms.

  “What a waste,” I say.

  “Yup,” he says curtly, not looking in my direction.

  Henderson led the team that tracked down and arrested the supplier, but the drugs were still on the street. When he requested my help, I went above and beyond what he’d asked for my own reasons. My detailed three-part series in the Star describing the origins and gruesome dangers of Blue Magic became a key part of KCPD’s outreach to schools and colleges around town.

  “Anything you can share?” I ask.

  “No.”

  “Any indication of the cause of death?”

  “You’re seeing what I’m seeing,” he snaps with a why-are-you-asking-me-this look on his face. “Goodbye, Rich.”

  I know that between her u.D, the crime scene, and pathology someone will probably come up with more information. But that will take time and I need to post something an hour from now, “something juicy,” as my assignment editor, Martina Hernandez, barked as I’d run out of the newsroom. With the hint of even more layoffs wafting in the air, it didn’t take my PhD to construe her words as an implicit threat.

  I look around the apartment one last time.

  The small one-bedroom is clearly a starter place on someone’s journey up the bedroom scale of life. Each space is small enough to be useful but not large enough to be wasteful. The kitchen is spotless, with only different size jars containing flour, sugar, and small packages of peanut M&Ms, a bottle of vitamins, and a small bamboo plant betraying signs of life. The books on the shelf organized by color and size, her plates stacked orderly in the IKEA armoire, the small, golden-clasped cherry box resting on a knitted mat on her shelf, her symmetrically organized framed print of Monet’s water lilies, a haloed baby Jesus in the arms of Mary, and of the Country Club Plaza mall lit up by its famous Christmas lights all seem like tiny gestures striving to bring order to the chaos of human existence. So much for that.

  “Will you guys put out a statement?” I ask.

  Henderson’s face contorts with irritation. “Goodbye, Rich.”

  I know I should be more grateful and just accept the favor Maurice has done me. Of course, I can’t. “Maurice,” I say solemnly.

  His look makes clear I’m pushing my limit.

  “Do you mind if I walk across the room?”

  “This is a crime scene, Rich, not a damn sidewalk.”

  I haven’t known Maurice for long, just since Martina started putting me on the crime beat four months ago, but I’ve had a strong sense from the moment I met him that Maurice’s sometimes hostile demeanor covers a profound decency.

  “I want to see her face,” I say. The words carry a deeper meaning. I want to register her as a human being.

  Maurice stares at me coldly, but I sense, or convince myself I sense, only on the surface.

  I try to see myself as he sees me. Five foot eleven, medium-length black hair parted on the side, rail thin with a long, pensive face, a nose built to hold the glasses I don’t yet need, an untucked button-down shirt over faded blue jeans, the beginnings of afternoon scruff, and an ever present dreamy look I can’t seem to shake.

  Maurice’s perfectly starched white shirt, navy suit, and blue tie, lean, muscular body, and military cropped Afro, on the other hand, all project an authority I clearly lack.

  “Walk around the perimeter of the room, don’t touch a damn thing.”

  I nod slightly in Maurice’s direction.

  He glares back.

  I skirt the small wooden table and two chairs and almost bump into the far end of her sofa jutting out from the wall.

  And then it strikes me.

  I’m not sure what I’d thought MaryLee Stock’s face would look like. Her pale skin seems almost translucent against the beige carpet, her thin frame and delicate fingers suggest a fragility, an innocence, that life somehow has clearly betrayed. I freeze.

  It’s not that she looks like Astrid. She doesn’t. Astrid’s face was fuller, her hair more wild, her body more substantial. But the physical manifestation of purity permeating each of their faces strikes me on an inexplicable, almost metaphysical level as being the same.

  MaryLee’s right arm extends on the carpet as if reaching for something she will now never find. The lines of her palm tell a story that will now never be realized. My eyes travel down her thin arm. A tiny red dot catches my eye. “Did you see that?” I say, pointing.

  “What do you think you’re doing here, Rich?”

  I feel like an idiot for having thought Maurice was just doing me a favor. “And you think . . .”

  “I have to consider the possibility. Twenty-three kids dead in this town over the last six months with needle marks in their arms, this could be twenty-four.”

  “But you’ve seen those bodies. You know what they look like when it’s Blue Magic.”

  “We don’t know enough to know,” Maurice says.

  “Fair point,” I say. I’ve become one of the more informed people in Kansas City on Blue Magic, but there’s a lot about it, like most everything else in life, I don’t fully understand. “No reason for us to speculate—the lab tests will tell us whether it is or it isn’t.”

  “They will, but that’ll take time.”

  I hardly hear Maurice as I stare at MaryLee’s arm, emotionally returning to what I’d felt so vividly at Astrid’s wake seventeen years ago—desperate, alone, helpless, inadequate, guilty. A deep nausea rises up inside of me. I have no idea how much time has passed when Maurice’s command pierces my fog.

  “Now I need you to leave.”

  I hesitantly retrace my steps toward the door, passing just close enough to the kitchenette to see the top of the white plastic trash bag folded in her IKEA garbage bin. I peek in, looking for a syringe. It’s empty.

  I glance at the body one last time, then stumble out the small apartment building past the hubbub of television reporters and police while trying to shake off what I know is an irrational connection in my clouded head between the dead girl in apartment 33 and my precious little Astrid. Every big picture is made of countless tiny dots, and the needle mark on MaryLee’s arm, like a similar dot I’d seen obscured by makeup on Astrid’s arm almost two decades ago, like the puncture holes I’d seen on the kids who’d done themselves in with Blue Magic, won’t let me go.

  MaryLee Stock didn’t look to me like a Blue Magic victim, but if that’s what the dot on her arm represents then there’s got to be a syringe somewhere. As I turn right on to Oak Street, my usual Clark Kent inevitably gives way to my inner superhero—Garbageman.

  For as long as I can remember, I’ve been garbage obsessed. Maybe it’s because one of my earliest memories is my father bringing home bits and pieces from other people’s garbage we’d glue and weld into stationary robots that stood guard over our play room. “Look what my little garbageman dragged in,” he’d said the first time I brought home a discarded toaster oven, the cracked base of a blender, four short pieces of pipe, and a dead Sony Discman for the head. I’d beamed, sensing that Garbageman must be a new superhero to add to the pantheon. After then, we’d gone on garbage requisition missions together and our ever larger robots had spilled into the garage.

  Or maybe I’m garbage obsessed because growing up in a shrinking Armenian family who never threw anything away I’ve become afraid that people can just vanish. Maybe garbage has become some kind of obscene record of our otherwise ephemeral existence. I don’t know.

  I do know that if there’s a syringe there’s at least a decent chance I can find it in MaryLee’s garbage. I turn right on Brookside Boulevard and follow the walking trail around the corner of Cleaver Boulevard through the Winstead’s parking lot, then limbo under the gate back into the Whitehall apartment complex.

  Locating the central garbage chute is easy. Climbing in and inhaling the putrid air, I wonder yet again why I always find myself thrashing around in the messy under-regions of human existence, even if my curiosity about people’s detritus has served me reasonably well in my seven years at the Star.

  Analysis. It’s 4 p.m. and MaryLee’s been dead for at least four hours since the police first got called. Her bag, if it’s here, can’t be toward the front. I count six white garbage bags in the middle of the pile and untie them in succession.

  I’ve always believed that any person’s garbage at any time of the day reveals a snapshot of the person’s life. As Garbageman, my job is to find it. The first bag has five beer bottles—out. The next, McDonalds—out. The third, an empty bag of sliced turkey—maybe. The next smells of curry—out. The fifth, a tube of toothpaste methodically squeezed from the bottom up—could be. The sixth, the Kansas City Star embedded video magazine with pizza stains—out.

  I don’t see a syringe, but I take my two most promising options and climb back through the chute, slide under the gate, saunter through the Winstead’s parking lot, and stash the bags behind the dumpster. I scurry around the block to my Hyundai then drive to the lot, throw the garbage bags in my trunk, and drive away trying to look innocuous.

  A twinge of conscience strikes me as I go. Maurice has done me a favor, and now I may be whisking away evidence. But if I find a syringe, I’ll just let him know. My job is to find the story and hauling away trash is not a crime.

  Unless, of course, I actually do have MaryLee Stock’s garbage in my trunk.
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  Decay, perhaps, is our inevitable fate.

  Heading down Main toward the Kansas City Star building, I pass forty crumbling years of failed urban renewal, the empty, new streetcars rolling by yet another reminder of good intentions gone awry.

  Some call the Star building a Georgian revival masterpiece. I’m sure it once was. The only appropriate word to describe it today is “dump.” Although things are just starting to turn around in this country, the building feels like a metaphor for what America has done to itself over the last forty years—failed to invest in our future and let decay set in just when a rising China was challenging us and our way of life like never before.

  Decay greets me as I pull in to the cracked parking lot, as I walk past the peeling Formica guard station at the entrance, the uninterested, slovenly guards mumbling into the universal.Devices—u.Ds—wrapped around their forearms. I wonder if anyone in America actually works or if the whole country is messaging each other or quite literally playing with themselves on their u.Ds. No wonder China’s been cleaning our clocks. The sense of pervasive decay greets me most acutely when the elevator opens to the sprawling, chaotic newsroom floor.

  Whoever invented the cubicle was probably intending to give everyone a little corner of the world for themselves. Now that the interior of each cubicle is covered from top to bottom with digital screens, each person has designed a little universe all of their own—a mountain scene here, coral reef there, a Parisian café around the corner—but none of this comes even close to providing anyone the slightest sanctuary on the crowded floor. Colleagues’ aggressively wafting conversations spread collective doom like sprawling ivy across this labyrinth of communal isolation.

  The doom is not hard to understand in our struggling industry. No matter how many jobs were shed, bureaus closed, costs reduced, it was mathematically impossible for the old-form newspapers and magazines to compete in the new environment. Every dental plan, every sheet of paper, every union contract was a dead weight around our necks. The legacy media business has been in a freefall for twenty years that even the great Jeff Bezos couldn’t slow. If not for Uncle Sam, we’d have splattered years ago.

  The isolation is more personal, so I always keep my head down and try to glide unnoticed through the maze. Somehow I’ve never felt anything that good was heading my way here.

  “Yo, Jorge.”

  Cringing inwardly, I maintain my forward momentum.

  “Don’t be such a killjoy,” Martina says. “Rich-ie,” she sings as if calling a preschooler in from recess or a dog back to the house.

  I straighten my torso and turn slowly to face her. A part of me wants to tell her to stop calling me Jorge, but I know this will only make things worse.

  Just north of fifty with frizzy salt and pepper hair, having internalized the Star’s hierarchy and fought her way to the top, living every day as if she’s crawling through the jungle with a knife between her teeth, Martina may have once been a looker but now just looks . . . tough. Every wrinkle on her face seems a battle line, a notch demarcating a vanquished foe.

  Why on earth had I ever told her I’d been inspired by Jorge Luis Borges’ mind-altering book, Ficciones, which explores the deep interconnectivity between fact and fiction, the boundary where the “real world” ends and surreality begins, where we dream fantastic dreams that slowly overtake our previous realities? Perhaps in my early days at the Star I’d been trying to show off my literary fluency. Perhaps I never really wanted to belong here. I don’t know. I do know that calling me Jorge is her way of poking me for my worldview perched somewhere between fantasy and reality. I approach her, fighting the sour lemon look on my face.

  “I liked the teledildonics piece,” she says dryly, referencing the article I wrote and embedded multimedia platform we created last week about the new Get Luckey 2300 full body Enhanced Virtual Reality suit and the intersection between telecommunications, long-distance relationships, and remote-controlled sexual devices. “Very stimulating.”

  “I’m sure you can do better than that,” I say, wondering if I’m sometimes selling my soul by following Martina’s threatening orders to file ever more “juicy” stories. For every one Blue Magic story there are ten teledildonics, and I get the sense from Martina that my Blue Magic success has already been all but forgotten.

  “Let me think about it,” she says, putting two fingers to her right temple in faux contemplation. “It’s coming.”

  I smirk painfully, shake my head, and turn to walk away, sensing that Martina is just marking territory like an alpha dog. I’m not in the mood to get pissed on.

  “Richie,” she says in a softer tone, “I’m teasing you.”

  Despite her perpetual antagonism, I have to admit, grudgingly, that I like Martina Hernandez in spite of myself. She may not be well educated, but she is dogged and has worked her way up from answering phones in circulation to being a senior editor, no small feat even in a dying industry like this.

  “What did you find out?”

  “Not much. Dead body of young girl. Needle mark on her arm, so it could be Blue Magic, but she doesn’t look like any of the others I’ve seen.”

  Martina’s ears perk up. “When can you confirm?”

  “The autopsy should take a few days, but I’m trying to figure things out earlier than that.”

  I can see Martina weighing the options of whether this is a Blue Magic case and therefore a worthwhile story, or not and probably in her mind just a waste of our time. “All right,” she says deliberately, tilting her head to the side, “just do a short piece for now. We’ll only need more if there’s a story.”

  “Yes’m,” I say sarcastically, making an oblique reference to my subservient status that she ignores.

  “The clock’s ticking, Jorge. We don’t need a dissertation. Some things are what they are.”

  I ignore the dissertation comment, shake my head, then walk toward my cubicle, following the route I probably should have selected in the first place and wondering how I got here and what the hell I’m doing.

  After Astrid’s death I’d drifted through life without a destination, doing odd jobs around Davis to keep me in my run-down apartment and away from Glendale, passing through a series of almost relationships with a series of women I now hardly remember, listening obsessively to Bach, smoking marijuana when I felt particularly shitty, and pretending with the few of my friends who’d stuck around that college had never really ended and the terrifying expanse of life was not looming before us.

  Some drifters stay up all night drinking, others dissolve into video games. I became obsessed with voraciously reading everything I came across as if getting lost in a book, any book, was better than facing the abyss of my little sister’s murder or playing the scene over in my mind again and again, wondering whether I could have saved her. I read my way through mountains of crappy thrillers, heaps of biographies, stacks of manga, reading with a fervor to take me anywhere but where I was. But nowhere could I get as ecstatically lost as in the most obscure of philosophy books. Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Kant, Rawls, Spinoza—nothing was too dense. I dove in as if exploring an underwater cave, only half wanting to ever make it back to the surface.

  As I started on my PhD at Davis, philosophy became even more of a new world for me to inhabit, a series of existential puzzles that kept my painful memories of Astrid, my sense of guilt, life itself at a safe distance. But without a bridge between that world and the world that any child could recognize as the real one, my work left me no way back once I began to heal. Over the five years getting my degree and three years as a postdoc writing obscure articles on the subjective nature of existence, my world of escape began to feel increasingly like a glass prison separating me from life in a more real world I felt an increasing yearning to revisit.

  So I escaped to what I’d thought was a more concrete existence, but I’m not sure if coming to the Star was a landing or if I’m still falling without realizing it, the way our planet feels stable enough when you’re standing on it but is in fact hurtling through space at a fantastic speed.

  But if I feel bad about it, I can’t help but offload the feeling as I approach Joseph Abraham’s desk.

  Shit flows downhill and only scientists call it gravity.
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  “Abraham,” I bark in my best drill sergeant voice.

  He straightens in his chair with a jolt.

  “Yes, sir.”

  I feel guilty. Clearly I’ve triggered some kind of atavistic response drilled into Indian schoolchildren by the distant legacies of harsh nuns wielding sticks.

  I place my hand on his shoulder. “I need your help,” I say in a softer voice.

  He exhales.

  Joseph Abraham is on a work visa from India. He’d graduated from Mizzou with a Master’s degree in journalism and needed a job to keep from being sent home. We’d hired him for little more than minimum wage and he was grateful.

  Short and pudgy yet sturdy like a bulldog, Joseph has thousand-year-old eyes that nestle deep in his round honey-brown face topped by a mop of curly jet-black hair, collectively somehow creating the impression he’s been molded from the earth or emerged organically as the reincarnation of an ancient tree. I’d teased him in the beginning about having two first names and taking everything so seriously, but the earnestness of his responses eventually sucked the fun out of the whole teasing enterprise. It also changed things that I’ve become ever more dependent on this quiet, resourceful, thoroughly decent young-old man. In spite of his twenty-seven years of age, there is nothing about Joseph—the way he sits, stands, walks, his clothes, his overall demeanor—that suggests youth. Joseph carries the weight of the world on his shoulders, which, in a perverse way, connects him firmly to the ground.

  “What did you find?” I’d sent Joseph MaryLee’s name from my car and asked him to dig up everything he could on her.

  “MaryLee Stock,” he says in his lyrically accented English, “age twenty-four, from Springfield, Missouri, attended Springfield High School, 640/680/690 SAT scores, right field for the Springfield Tigers women’s softball team, only child. MaryLee is . . . was, getting her Master’s in pharmacy at the University of Missouri–Kansas City, second year, section four. Adopted as an infant from Romania when she was three years old, no information on her biological parents. Adoptive father died when she was twelve. Her mother never remarried, works at the YMCA.”

  I have no idea what they taught guys like Joseph at the Indian Institute of Technology, but I am always amazed at how much information he can gather so quickly from sources I can’t imagine are open to the public. Of course, I made him promise to always work through anonymizing web portals and to feel free to “work from home” when he needed “extra time with the wife and kids” he doesn’t have.

  “Here is the Galileo GPS image of her mother’s house in Springfield. The address is at the bottom. This is her class schedule. Here are her grades for the last three semesters.”

  “What kind of images do you have of her?” I ask.

  “Surprisingly little,” Joseph says, tapping up the photos on his wall screen. “These are from the Springfield High yearbooks from 2014 to 2017. Here’s the photo in the UMKC system.”

  I feel uneasily voyeuristic as I look into MaryLee’s wide blue eyes shining brightly above her kind half smile. How could she have known when taking this photo that such a tragic fate awaited her?

  “I couldn’t find much video,” Joseph adds, “only this clip from the Springfield School of Dance tap recital when she was ten in 2009.” He rolls his finger along his u.D, and a video box appears on his cubicle wall.

  “Somewhere beyond the sea . . .” The music starts playing as the three young girls tap across the podium in glittery blue halter tops and green skirts. It’s immediately clear that MaryLee is the one in the middle. Her long, black hair flows a moment behind each of her movements. At first, her smile is self-conscious as her attention points inward to count each step, but she warms up as the music plays, releasing herself to the joy of the music and movement. By the end of the short song her feet are tapping like whips, her arms flowing with abandon. She and the others reach their hands into the air as the music stops and the muffled applause is heard in the background. I watch her scan the audience with a wide, jubilant smile as the clip cuts.

  I shake my head from side to side. “Anything else?”

  “That’s it, boss.”

  “Great start,” I say.

  Joseph looks up.

  “Thank you,” I add.

  His mouth twitches up at the edges for a quick moment then recedes.

  I take the papers and settle into my cubicle to dictate my first story. Just the facts, ma’am. Young woman found dead, no comment from police, name withheld by police request, police investigating. The story doesn’t seem like much, definitely neither reflecting the loss nor “juicy” enough to make me feel confident about my future.

  Not that anyone in this business has much right to feel confident no matter what we do.

  Few of us were big fans of the News Protection Act of 2021, but the struggling newspapers across the country simply could not survive without financial support, and only the federal government was willing to provide it. Sure, we mocked the requirement pushed by the AARP and the unions that subsidized news organizations continue their paper editions and hated the idea of a national security exemption in exchange for the subsidies, but that was the final offer and no one wanted to face the alternative.

  Even with all of us straying into new territory because of shrinking staffs from the budget cuts, I’d been pretty cautious when Martina asked me to start covering crime stories a few months ago. But I know all too well, as the rounds of layoffs continue, that a journalist with a job is a lucky one.

  An image on the wall catches my eye as I head toward the newsroom exit.

  The south wall is one enormous screen divided into four quadrants. The two bottom sections show native Great Plains prairie grasses blowing in the wind, but the image in the top left has become strangely familiar these past months. Senator Carlton King is addressing yet another rally of the faithful at a prayer vigil in yet another stop of his relentless bus tour around the country. The images are always the same—the weeping men and women, the hands in the air, the stoic, contained voice of Senator King as he lays out his indictment of America’s highway to hell and charts the path out of darkness.

  “When God created the earth, did he want us to poison it with dangerous chemicals, to bake our planet in greenhouse gases?”

  “No,” the assembled voices reply.

  “Did he want us to murder the most precious of his creations when they were defenseless babies held in the protective embrace of their mothers’ wombs?”

  “No,” the voices wail.

  “Did he want us to create new life in laboratories, to challenge the sanctity of the world he so lovingly created?”

  “No!” they shriek.

  I stand absorbed in this strange conservative revival spreading across the country.

  Who would have thought, I wonder, that a religious movement could have become so powerful in 2023 America? But then again, who could have thought the mighty United States could have defaulted on its debts in 2019, or that China, America’s biggest rival, could have led the International Monetary Fund and a group of creditor nations in demanding such major reforms in order to keep lending us money? Most shocking of all, who could have imagined that instead of fighting against these tough conditions, the centrist wings of the Democratic and Republican parties would have come together to field a national unity slate of candidates for the 2020 elections based on the twin themes of national competitiveness and national revival, or that the first bill passed by the new team, the National Competitiveness Act, could have done so much to start turning things around? It’s been almost three years, and I still can hardly believe it myself.

  The national unity platform was good news for America, but not every American perceived it that way. The 2020 Republican primary split the Republican party right down the middle, with Senator Carlton King, the powerful Missouri senator and ultimate political operator desperately seeking the Republican presidential nomination, denouncing then Ohio governor and soon-to-be-president Bart Lewis for selling out Republican and American moral values by making common cause with the Democrats.

  “Or did he want us to follow a path of righteousness?” King asks, his tirade escalating, “to love and respect the great bounty he has provided, to remake, to reincarnate America once again as the great beacon on the hill?”

  The collective “Yes” sounds almost sexual.

  If the nation and the parties were coming together on the big things, perhaps it was inevitable that new fault lines would emerge. King read the political wind of American conservatives, largely evangelical Christians, growing uneasy with rapid technological and social change and blasted Lewis in the 2020 Republican primaries for betraying America’s “Christian values” and raised the culture issues—abortion, stem cell, synthetic biology, biotech, genetics research—to a fever pitch, leading religious-tinged marches on biotechnology research centers and abortion clinics around the country. He condemned the National Bioethics Commission as a “servant of sin” and led a successful campaign to have it abolished by Congress.

  King lost the 2020 nomination by a hair and entered into an uneasy truce with nominee and then president Lewis and, the ultimate stake in the heart, Lewis’s Democratic vice president Jack Alvarez, a declared agnostic. But now, less than four years later, King is charging hard at President Lewis in advance of the April 2024 Republican primary with his army of the righteous marching right behind him.

  “Then I need you with me on this great crusade to bring this great country back to God’s path. Are you with me?” King yells.

  “Yes,” the voices proclaim.

  King drops his voice to a near whisper. “Are you with me?” he says powerfully, staring directly into the camera.

  The assembled follow his tone, now completely under his control. “Yes.”

  The scene sends shivers down my spine.

  The camera scans the weeping crowd that looks far more like faithful at a religious revival than party advocates at a political rally.

  “Then we march on together,” King says quietly, his body becoming more erect with each word. “God Bless America,” he bellows, then pauses for a dramatic moment before delivering, once again, his movement’s thundering punch line. “God—shall—overcome.”

  The assembled stand silent until the familiar music starts playing and the singing begins.

  I feel myself almost moved but fight the impulse. If I who loathe what King stands for am feeling this, I wonder how the average American Christian must be responding. The polls are starting to show the answer. Positively.

  I may be marching on, but only out to my car to head home.

  My little place on Thirty-Sixth and Charlotte in Hyde Park isn’t much, Adirondack style with an exposed deck I hardly use and a central atrium that always feels empty to me.

  The neighborhood was once the proud domain of blue-collar whites, then it became part of the hood after desegregation, and it’s been slowly creeping back over the past years. It’s ironic that crappy neighborhoods like this can reintegrate as formerly wealthier people drop down the income scale. Leaving this neighborhood was once an aspiration; now just staying here is.

  I pop the trunk and grab my two bags. Everyone else in the world is taking the garbage out. I must be the only guy taking the garbage in.

  My u.D vibrates as I push open the door. I tap my wrist and feel the silence.

  “Mom,” I say after a few moments, “are you okay?” I know the answer but always ask anyway.

  “I’m okay, janum,” she says unconvincingly. The rapid-fire blows of my sister’s murder and my father’s death knocked the wind out of her. She’s a strong woman at her core, but it always takes her a few moments when we talk to gather her momentum.

  My mind scrambles to fill the void. What can I say? That I’m investigating the senseless death of a young woman? I revert to our cultural default. “Are you eating, Mother?” Seventeen years ago, before everything, she must have been a good thirty pounds heavier.

  “Yes, janum,” she says.

  I know she’s lying.

  Her maternal instinct kicks in. “How are you, jeegarus?”

  “I’m good, Mother,” I say, slightly concerned she’s still calling me her liver after all these years and not sure whether I am okay or not but happy to shift the conversation toward me.

  When I speak with my mother, I feel even more acutely that somehow my life seems to dangle over a precipice dividing my painful past and unknown future. I remain wracked with guilt that I am living away and only bring myself to visit her in California once every couple of years, yet am painfully aware during my occasional visits that my mother’s mournful love has the potential to smother me.

  “How is Shoonig?” I ask stupidly. Shoonig, the high-strung shih tzu I bought for my mother as an unsuspecting puppy six years ago, has become my yapping alter ego, pathetically standing in for my absent presence.

  Her voice picks up as if mention of the dog has reconnected her to life. “He’s a good dog. It’s our fate to keep each other company.”

  I feel a twinge of guilt at my mother’s subtle barb, painfully aware that I’ve outsourced the task of minding my mother to a fur ball with the IQ of a two-year-old.

  “No one is an island, my janum.” My mother catches me off guard with her pivot.

  “I know, Mother,” I say, sensing where she is heading.

  “Life is difficult sometimes, and it’s okay to lean on people who love you” she continues. “Did you know that married people live longer than single people, that people with pets live longer than people who don’t have them?”

  “I know, Mother.” I’m not sure she hears me.

  “Even people with plants live longer than people without them.”

  I don’t answer. I don’t have to for this line of argument to arrive at its conclusion.

  “Have you heard anything from Toni?” she asks.

  “Mother, you know we split up six months ago.” I try to keep a measured voice but sense she’s not convinced.

  “She sounded to me like a dandeegin. Nobody is perfect. Even you, my janum, are not 100 percent completely perfect.”

  Don’t I know it?

  I remain silent. It’s not worth making it again clear that Toni’s the one who left me.

  “Dikran, are you there?” she says.

  I’m thirty-nine years old, but I still cringe at the sound of my real name. To this day, it brings haunting memories of being teased on the bus to my new school. Dikran had been a perfectly respectable name at the Chamlian Armenian School. Two days of being called Dickwad after I transferred to the Woodrow Wilson Middle School in Glendale had inspired my supersonic switch to the English version of the name, Richard.

  “Can I call you back, Mother?”

  “Of course, janum,” she says in her motherly tone. “You know I say these things because I love you and don’t want you to be alone.”

  “I know, Mom,” I say as I push open the door and begin dragging my bags of garbage down the stairs. “I’ll call you.”

  The words have hardly left my mouth and I already feel guilty that I probably won’t.
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  The earth, by most accounts, has existed for four and a half billion years. Life emerged more than three billion years ago. Humans, at least in our current form, have been around for two hundred and fifty thousand years. What, I can’t help but constantly wonder, do any of us leave behind?

  We have babies and pass on our DNA, capture our thoughts in words or images, or simply accrue nonbiodegradable junk that outlasts us. None of these feel capable of shaking the sense of absolute impermanence that haunts me.

  Maybe I should have learned when we lost Astrid that even the most precious things can be lost for no discernible reason. Perhaps had we known who killed my baby sister in the senseless drive-by shooting seventeen years ago, I could have more peace.

  I remind myself every day over and over that I was self-indulgently hanging around post-graduation Davis the day Astrid was killed, that if I’d have been home the flow of that day would have been altered, the butterfly effect would have guided the stray bullet elsewhere. I remind myself that I knew and my parents didn’t that Astrid was getting herself into trouble, that she was hiding the track marks on her arms, hanging out in parts of town where she should never have been and with people with whom she should never have associated.

  Undoing the tie on the first bag of garbage before me, I feel the sad contradiction that we live our lives moving forward but only begin to understand them in retrospect, the urge to do for MaryLee what I was never able to do for Astrid. I begin the process of excavating a life to illuminate a death.

  A part of me wants to find the syringe I’m looking for, to complete this strange parallel I’ve drawn in my head between Astrid and MaryLee. Another part wants to leave MaryLee as innocent and at peace as she seemed when I first saw her earlier today.

  I’m sure there are official procedures, but I’m too inexperienced to know them. My process is more intuitive. I spread a large sheet of white butcher paper over my basement table and draw grid lines across both axes, dividing the sheet into twelve squares. I number each, put on my rubber gloves, open the first garbage bag, and place each individual item into one of the squares. No syringe.

  My analysis begins. The Healthy Choice lemon chicken with pasta in square two suggests someone watching what she eats but not fully informed about how to do it. Could be. But the chopsticks in square three don’t feel completely like Springfield, and the pink woman’s sock in square seven looks a little small for a healthy sized Caucasian like MaryLee. The crumpled turkey bag from Cosentino’s market also doesn’t seem to jibe with the methodical feel of MaryLee’s apartment. Her world had the peace of the water lilies; this garbage does not.

  The receipt from 7-Eleven in square ten itemizes the gallon of two percent milk and a dozen eggs, and, more importantly, lists the last four digits of the credit card used to pay. I call out the numbers to my u.D, put the garbage into numbered Ziploc bags, and place them in my basement refrigerator.

  As I unpack and spread the contents of the second garbage bag, I still don’t see a syringe but begin to sense a story. The stem of iceberg lettuce with the leaves cut, not ripped, the sliced-off white bread crusts, and the VitaMix cereal in the first few of my squares give me the impression I’m looking at a careful female’s garbage. The recycled paper coffee cup in square seven conjures someone who progresses slowly in her drinking. I lift the lid and inhale the scent of hazelnut. The dental floss, methodically squeezed toothpaste container, and spent jar of Radiant Light face cream in my next few squares suggest to me the kind of meticulousness I associate with MaryLee’s tidy apartment.

  My pulse quickens as I examine the coffee receipt for $2.42 from the UMKC Hospital Hill Café in square eleven, dated October 16, 2023—yesterday—at 3:37 p.m. MaryLee might not have been the only UMKC student in her building, but a link to UMKC certainly narrows the field. Square twelve holds an empty envelope from Softbank Mobile and a receipt from Corner Drug from yesterday at 4:41 p.m. listing items costing $10.95, $24.95, and $1.65 each. I wish the receipt had come from a chain like Rite Aid or Nepstar that would have itemized, but it is what it is. I dictate the figures to my u.D.

  Of course, I realize, it would be far easier to just do a DNA test on the coffee cup rather than go through my highly unscientific process of weighing my prejudices and preconceptions. If I had DNA processing equipment in my basement, I surely would be following that tried-and-true approach. But the police certainly aren’t going to tell me what they find any time soon, so I have to do my own work with the means at my disposal.

  I come back up to my kitchen to think. No syringe, no other evidence of Blue Magic, but still the basic problem of a dead girl. I imagine Martina would probably now want me to drop the story and move on to something “juicier.” But juicy or not, I somehow can’t seem to get the image of MaryLee Stock lying dead on the floor out of my mind. I open the file Joseph has sent me.

  Nothing jumps out from his notes on MaryLee’s parents, Carol and Greg Stock. Two working people raising their adopted daughter until he passes away and she goes to work for the YMCA. They, and then she, paid their taxes on time every year, paid their monthly dues at the YMCA without fail, and, like most of us, left only a minimal public trail.

  The photos, however, haunt me. The first is of the young, earnest couple in the wedding announcement from the Springfield News-Leader. The next, from the same paper, shows the two of them, slightly older, holding a young girl between them. The family looks slightly stiff, as if being posed in a shopping mall photo studio. The grip of each parent’s hand on MaryLee’s shoulder brings to mind jumper cables connected to a car battery. The final photo, from the Springfield YMCA newsletter, shows a slightly older but more frightened Carol Stock, alone, announcing she has joined the YMCA accounting office.

  The satellite photograph of the Stock house in Springfield is just what I’d have expected, compact and rectangular with a small yard.

  I don’t know how to read the adoption papers, but nothing jumps out. I uSearch the agency, All Blessings International, and look through their website thinking of the poor woman in Romania giving up her child for adoption, not knowing her baby would one day wind up dead on the floor of a Kansas City apartment.

  The next three documents are from the UMKC—pretty much Bs across the board with a few As sprinkled in. This semester she’d been taking Organic Chemistry II, Organic Chemistry lab, Mammalian Physiology lecture and lab, and Introduction to Pharmacy.

  The Monday schedule shows that Organic Chemistry lab, her last class of the day, ended at 3:30. Hypothesizing for a moment the second garbage bag is hers, the 3:37 hazelnut coffee fits this timetable perfectly. I still don’t know what she would have done between 3:37 and 4:41, when she, or whoever, made purchases at Corner Drug. If she’d sat and drank her coffee during that time, how would the coffee cup wind up in her garbage at home? Even a patient coffee drinker would hardly nurse a coffee for more than an hour. I always drink mine in about three minutes. Mammalian Physiology lab is scheduled for tomorrow from 8:30 to 10:30, with Intro to Pharmacy starting at 11.

  I tap my u.D. “Call Joseph.”

  “Boss?” he answers.

  “I need the contact information for Carol Stock. Find out if there are surveillance cameras in the Whitehill apartment complex, the UMKC Pharmacy School coffee shop, and the Corner Drug on Forty-Eighth and Troost. See if you can find MaryLee’s Visa number.”

  I hear Joseph gasp. Even he knows that credit numbers are sacrosanct in our world of near-zero privacy. I reframe.

  “See if you can determine if the last four digits of her Visa Digital Authorization Code were”—I pause to look at the numbers on my u.D—“3927. I’m going to UMKC tomorrow, so see what you can tell me about her classmates. Also, try to find out if MaryLee had blood drawn in the last couple of days at the UKMC clinic.”

  I start to feel guilty about overloading poor Joseph. “And Joseph.”

  “Boss?”

  “Feel free to work from home on this one.” I must not be feeling that guilty.

  I wait for Joseph to respond until it becomes aggressively clear he has no intention to.

  “Thank you, Joseph.”

  “Yeah,” he says as the call drops.

  My freezerator’s door display springs to life as I approach.

  I turned off the digital avatar four months ago after the cheap thrill of the Manga vixen I programmed to call me “master” had worn off. Voiceless and faceless, my Haier Jeeves 2300 now struggles to communicate with me with text display, the one tool left at its disposal. ALERT: YOUR DAIRYLAND MILK IS TWELVE DAYS PAST EXPIRATION. THE SIX EGGS IN THE DOOR COMPARTMENT ARE SEVENTEEN DAYS PAST EXPIRATION AND SHOULD NOT BE EATEN. KIRKLAND CARROTS ARE SHOWING SIGNS OF DECAY AND SHOULD BE DISCARDED. The door becomes clear as I touch it, revealing among other things the carrots that even a starving rabbit would be smart to avoid. It’s easier to work around these items, so I go for the manual option and pop a couple of frozen pitas into the toaster, take my Costco hummus from the fridge, toss a frozen chicken breast on a plate, cover it with Gates Bar-B-Q sauce, and stick it in the microwave for seven minutes.

  The exchange with my freezerator reminds me, like so many other things these days, of Toni.

  She’d harassed me when we first started dating about all the expired items in my kitchen, rejecting my stated philosophy that expiration dates were mostly a scam by food companies to get consumers to buy more. Her early-morning raid on my kitchen the third night she’d stayed over had made my internal commitment meter go off, but I never missed the items she’d thrown away. Perhaps it was poetic justice that my old refrigerator-freezer had broken down two weeks after we split and I replaced it with a new model freezerator that adopted Toni’s crusade against expired food where she left off.

  Of course, there’s a lot more to what I’m feeling than that.

  It’s funny how people end up residing in each other—knocking on the door at first, staying a few days, sometimes, metaphorically at least, moving in. Then they move out and the internal space they once occupied leaves a void, like a paper cutout, only the angels holding hands are gone and the cut-up paper is the only evidence they once were.

  Antonia Hewitt, Toni, had been a great partner, girlfriend, Chiquita banana—I was never sure of the right word—for the eight months we dated. I loved the silly hats she sometimes wore, the special place she had in her heart for underdogs. I loved the way her mouth would go crooked when she was really laughing. I loved waking up in the middle of the night and just feeling her there.

  But amazing as she was, is, I was never able to completely give myself over to the relationship. As much as I tried, I could never fully accept that she took life as she experienced it in her day-to-day and didn’t see its ultimate goal as challenging every concept and pushing herself in a lifelong process of reinvention. I’d feared our growth trajectories would diverge and as my fears accrued I became more cautious.

  Toni’s frustration, of course, grew with my caution. I answered her questions as honestly as I could muster but couldn’t counter the sadness that grew in her with each difficult conversation. I didn’t want her to go but couldn’t muster enough of a response when she told me she was leaving. Part of me sensed it was the right answer.

  “You’ll see,” she’d said angrily then, “you think you need someone flying next to you but what you really need is ground control.”

  Would I have cared she didn’t see life morphing like a spore but instead as a prix fixe meal to be slowly enjoyed if we’d had two or three kids and all the practicalities that would have entailed? Was I just hiding behind abstract principles to avoid embracing the real life staring me in the face? I didn’t know, and not knowing itself became my problem.

  I tap my u.D. “Call Toni,” I say.

  My finger races to the red icon before I hear the first ring.
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  My 6:30 a.m. u.D alarm feels merely inspirational.

  I’d hoped to go to the gym but end up grumbling “snooze” six times and barely making it out of bed. I settle for a few quick sit-ups and push-ups before sauntering to the shower.

  Maybe my Armenian athletic role models were not quite inspiring enough, I think, as I wander down to the kitchen and pour myself some VitaCharms. Sure everyone’s heard of Andre Agassi, Agassian as he’s lovingly called in Glendale, but you know you’re in trouble when Garry Kasparov and the Maleeva sisters top the pantheon of your group’s sports heroes.
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