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For Steph






What is it that will last?

All things are taken from us, and become

Portions and parcels of the dreadful past.

—ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON, “The Lotos-Eaters”

Hello, I am seeking a nice room mate to share my 2 bedroom home. You won’t have to pay utilities or do any chores so it’s perfect for a young person or a student. But I cannot have anybody touching or moving my stuff because it would set off a chain reaction of emotions and feelings towards you and towards my things. Hoarding is not a mental illness, it is something environmentally responsible because I don’t like to throw anything away. But the Department of public health said my living conditions were unsafe and came in and forcibly removed my things I have been collecting for over 40 years. It traumatized me and I have been rebuilding my collection ever since.

—craigslist.org, posted August 23, 2009, at 12:03 a.m.








THURSDAY DEALER ASSOCIATION MEETING DAY







1 MARGARET


Margaret Byrd watched the two new vendors who had taken her dear friend Patricia’s vacated booth (#1-146) lug in their boxes of inventory, thinking: There were antiques and then there were collectibles. She ought to poke her head out from behind her immaculate, organized-by-color shelves of perfume bottles, some of which—on the top row, of course, locked behind thick, bulletproof glass, the storage unit screwed securely to the wall, and, of course of course of course, the entire set insured to its precise value—dated back to the eighteenth century, and introduce herself, welcome the gentlemen to the Heart of America Antique Mall family, perhaps show them to the café and treat them to a package of Nilla wafers and a Pepsi from the vending machines. Yes, she certainly should, and in a little while she would. But for now she only watched, making note of the many collectibles (which consisted of any crafted or manufactured items less than one hundred years old, unlike antiques) the two men removed from overstuffed cardboard boxes and set haphazardly on the fiberglass shelving units they probably assumed the mall had provided but which had actually belonged to Patricia. Margaret had thought her leaving them there was a sign she’d return one day, she hadn’t really meant the unpleasant things she’d said two months ago, before she dropped, quite deliberately, Margaret’s Royal Flemish biscuit jar with gold and amethyst butterfly embellishment, shattering it into a thousand glittering pieces—but no, in retrospect, an accident, just an accident, Margaret was certain, unequivocally so—and stormed out, sending her three brutish sons to collect her inventory days later. They’d forgotten Patricia’s beautiful hand-painted porcelain doll, and although it didn’t fit, Margaret had been keeping it safe behind a shelf in her own booth. Margaret called her, sometimes twice a day, ready to explain away the simple misunderstanding that had led to all this trouble. She’d written her spiel down on a telephone pad, just in case she got flustered or nervous—though why should she be nervous? The calls went unanswered, the messages unreturned.

One could make out dust rings on the shelves left by Patricia’s exquisite Josef Hoffmann–style candlesticks and already these two were moving right on in, proudly displaying Dallas and The Beverly Hillbillies board games where Patricia’s gilt nineteenth century hand mirrors once sat, fanning back issues of Playboy and Oui and Mad magazine on the lowest shelves where anyone’s children could get at them, and stacking tin lunch boxes whose brightly colored visages—the Fonz, grinning; a tense Lee Majors, standing impassively in a fluorescent sea of flames; soaring, dead-eyed cartoon superheroes; potbellied, silver-jumpsuited casts of science fiction television programs long forgotten—mocked everything booth #1-146 had once been. And even though their ten-by-twenty-square-foot space was stuffed thick and musty with the accumulated ephemera of a thousand Generation X childhoods, they left for the parking lot and returned with still more things.

Margaret’s heart began to hiccup as they continued to unpack. There were artifacts and then there were knickknacks. There were knickknacks and then there was junk. With the emergence of each item, she was surer that these two were nothing more than half-rate junk dealers. When one of them pulled out an unopened box of Mr. T breakfast cereal, she began to choke. She needed some coffee, with a lot of cream and half a spoonful of sugar, and maybe some popcorn or those Nilla wafers. However, the only route to the café was past the dreaded twosome. Oh, what the heck, she thought. She may as well satisfy her own morbid curiosity. She couldn’t help it. She was human, too, always slowed down with the rest of them to take a gander at a grisly accident at the side of the highway, though she did it out of concern, in case someone would happen to flag her down for help; she wasn’t some thrill-seeking gawker.

She waited until their backs were turned to slip out of her booth and down the aisle, named, according to the wood-carved street sign hanging from the ceiling, Memory Lane, but one of the men—the blond, mustachioed one—cornered her and stuck out a visibly moist palm. “Hello there.” She nodded, tried to smile, took his hand daintily. “We’re new,” he said unnecessarily.

The dark-haired one, his hands tangled in a bundle of video game joysticks, turned and said hello, but not so friendlily as the other. He looked at his partner in a way to suggest that the blond always talked to strangers in terms too intimate and that, although the dark-haired man didn’t like it, he was helpless to stop him. There was something obscenely paternal in that look, especially given that the dark-haired one, judging by his receding hairline and the thin skin around his eyes, appeared significantly older than the blond. Wasn’t that the way it worked with these homosexuals? Their relationships hinged on bizarre power struggles that reversed themselves in the privacy of their bedroom, culminating in unimaginable acts of perversion. Anyway, something was off about these two. They were both so tall and thin. As a couple, they seemed unbalanced. Wasn’t one of them supposed to be short and stout, the Laurel and Hardy dynamic? They were gays of a type that used to be popular on raunchy television sitcoms that Margaret, as a rule, refused to enjoy: Hawaiian-shirt-wearers who drank flamboyantly named martinis like fuzzy navels, sex on the beaches, and pink flamingos, who called themselves bitches and meant it as a compliment, who used words like po-mo and kitsch and camp as if anyone knew what they meant.

“I don’t think we have room for this, Lee,” Blond said to Dark Hair, motioning to a large Styrofoam hamburger, the vestige of a defunct and better-off-forgotten novelty diner. He turned to Margaret and said, “You mind if we keep it in your booth?” Margaret must have blanched, because he touched her shoulder and said, “Only kidding, dear,” and then, “Seymour,” more like an exclamation than a way of identifying himself.

“Margaret,” Margaret said uncertainly. “Booth one-dash-one-thirty-eight, corner of Memory Lane and Treasure Way.” Seymour didn’t say anything, so she added, “Welcome aboard.” The words tasted sour, camp counselorish, and unnatural. Already these men’s tackiness was affecting her. After a few weeks’ exposure, she’d be decorating her mantel with plastic fast-food prizes and those googly-eyed fuzzballs with sticker feet, wearing shirts that jingled with myriad gaudy charms and buttons sewn in willy-nilly patterns, eating Lucky Charms for breakfast out of a Tiffany bowl.

Seymour said, “Don’t mind us. We’re just settling in. Got this booth here and one in Hall Three for our vinyl.”

She prayed that by vinyl he meant record albums and not some sort of depraved sex apparel. You just never knew when it came to these people. They had been here less than a day and already they’d staked their claim to multiple halls! As much as it would anguish her, Margaret would have to investigate their other booth later. As the Heart of America’s senior-most dealer, it was her duty.

“Nice to meet you,” Lee said without sincerity and then left, probably to gather even more junk. Frankly, she preferred his rudeness to Seymour’s hello there aren’t I cute brand of social charm. He was presently digging through the boxes and humming. Having made himself known, he evidently had no interest in continuing the conversation, no desire to ask Margaret what sorts of antiques (official dictionary definition) interested her, how long she’d been in the industry, or if she would introduce him to the community of dealers who made the Heart of America their home away from home. Just as she was preparing to sigh pointedly and leave for the café, he yanked out of a box an object so vile and blatantly violative to the mall’s clear policy guidelines that Margaret swore she could taste—she could actually taste—a wisp of vomit in the back of her throat.

It was a doll, not just any doll, but one fashioned in the likeness of a man named MC Hammer, whom Margaret—though she’d never cared for popular music, preferring opera and classical—recalled as a rap musician she’d watched, despite herself, perform his clangorous so-called songs on many late-night talk shows in the nineties. The man, with his ridiculous circus pants and a swagger that intimated violence, had been inescapable. Margaret especially did not care for rap music or whatever nonsense name it was called by now. The doll was of compatible dimensions with the Barbies and Kens that Delores Kovacs sold in Hall Two, and manufactured by the same company. With horror she pictured it, in its distasteful sparkling outfit, cavorting with the clean-cut figures of her childhood: staring out of those still, white eyes and flashing that menacing grin as he reclined on the DreamHouse sofa, his arm around Barbie, stripped down to her black-and-white underthing, a nearby boom box quaking with the cacophonous beat of the bonus cassingle the box boasted was included inside, while poor Ken lay dead on the floor, shot up by the rapper himself.

Seymour must have noticed her looking, because he held the doll close to her face. “I know,” he said. “Isn’t it hysterical?”

Margaret pinched her lips and nodded. There was junk and there was—even in her thoughts she pardoned her French—shit. The Pac-Man beer stein was one thing, the My Secret Princess play set quite another, but this—this was just too much. Something would have to be done about it. She would see to it that something was done. She nodded a curt goodbye to Seymour, walked down Memory Lane, turned the corner at Good Deal Avenue, and stopped in the lounge/café area at the intersection of Good Deal and Fancy Street.

The mall was so immense—nearly two hundred thousand square feet, featured upon its opening in Martha Stewart Living magazine as the largest year-round antiques market in the state of Kansas—that, for the benefit of fatigued customers, rest areas such as this had been strategically placed around the building near the bathrooms. There sat a large TV on mute tuned to the listings channel, an old couch and a couple of recliners (not antique, not collectible, but flannel thrift store cast-offs), a couple of humming vending machines, an “old fashioned” popcorn cart, and—thank heavens—Heart of America co-owner Keith Stoller, hunched over the surface of a wobbly card table with the focus of a monk as he collated a mess of papers into neat stapled packets.

“Keith,” Margaret said as she took the seat across from him, “I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Just getting some stuff ready for the meeting.” Keith, an astonishingly short man with a pale comb-over on an even paler scalp, whose clothes were forever haunted by stains of mysterious origin, and whom frankly Margaret could sometimes scarcely bear to look at, kept his eyes trained on the papers. “Lindy Bobo Action Plan,” the cover sheet read, referring to the local toddler, a beauty pageant champion already something of a regional celebrity, who had recently gone missing. Margaret felt for the little girl and her family, she truly did. The world could be so wicked. But the Heart of America was supposed to be a haven from the wicked outside world, offering respite from the stresses and calamities of modern life. Littering the rest area with such stark reminders of the brutality people came here to escape ruined the ambience, to say the least.

“We have a problem,” Margaret said to Keith’s bald spot. When he didn’t look up, when he continued to slap slap slap the stapler with machine-like efficiency, when it became clear he was ignoring her, she added, at a volume that surprised even her: “A big problem!” Keith recoiled and knocked some papers onto the floor. Margaret made no move to pick them up. Now that she had his attention, she continued. “As you may or may not know, you’ve got a pair of new vendors under your charge. They’ve taken over—completely—Patricia’s booth.”

“Her old booth, yes. Lee and Seymour. Nice guys.”

Of course, she didn’t have anything against gays in general. She enjoyed many reality television shows they hosted and appreciated their zest for life and eye for color. She especially liked decorating and remodeling programs and used to watch them together with Patricia as they talked on the phone, her TV across town tuned to the same channel, her laughter blowing through the receiver like a soft breeze in Margaret’s ear.

“Perfectly friendly gentlemen whom I have no personal feeling toward one way or the other. However”—Margaret’s eyes drifted to the television screen behind Keith, a commercial for a racy movie thriller that alternated images of bare flesh, guns, and explosions—“a doll they are selling and putting on prominent display in their booth is in violation of policy guidelines.”

“Do we have to do this right now? Maybe we should save this for the meeting. Veronica wants these booklets ready before—”

“I would love to talk about it at the meeting, Keith, but I think it’s crucial you get the whole story beforehand so you know I’m right. Now, as you and I and most dealers are aware, there are different policies for different areas of the building. What works for one hall may not work for—may in fact actively work against—the aims of another hall. Over in Hall One, the logical starting point for most customers and thus the hall with the heaviest foot traffic, we have a rule—a very generous rule, I think—that all items displayed must be made before the year 1989.”

“And you think this doll is from after that time.”

“I am almost certain.”

Keith shifted in his seat. He had thumbprint smudges on the oversized lenses of his glasses. Margaret sensed he was going to tell her something she didn’t want to hear. He was positively radiating meekness. He was the abstract concept of ineffectuality made concrete. “Look,” he said, “it’s just one doll. Let it go. I’ve got more important things to—”

“It’s not just one doll. There’s more. Computer game apparatuses, I think. A My Secret Princess play set that looked suspiciously contemporary.” She clenched her fists. She should have known not to bother with him. It was his wife, Stacey, who sported the figurative pants when it came to antiques—Keith didn’t know cameo from cloisonné—but she and Margaret, through no fault of Margaret’s own, had a somewhat strained relationship. “The doll’s name is McHammer,” she said.

“A McDonald’s thing?” Keith fiddled with the stapler. “Oh!” he said. “MC Hammer.”

“You of all people should be aware that this is no time to be upsetting the equilibrium of Hall One, what with Mark and Grant coming on Monday. Unless you want to look like some dirty old flea market on national TV.” The past couple of years had not been kind to the Heart of America, and stalwart Hall One, itself larger than many entire antique malls, was their only shot at making a good impression on the “Peddlin’ Pair” (as the promos called them). If Keith and Stacey knew what was good for them, they’d direct the camera crews to Hall One and Hall One only, as it was the only of the mall’s six sections at anything close to capacity; some of the others—Hall Five in particular—were frankly in shambles.

Keith pushed back his chair and stood. “If it matters so much to you, all right. We’ll look it up.”

Margaret followed him down Fancy Street to the lobby, noting but not in any way appreciating or even meaning to look at the yellow-white strip of ripped underwear briefs his sagging pants revealed. On the bulletin board a neon flyer adorned with the missing girl’s image was pinned so it overlapped with the laminated announcement of her own booth having been voted “customer’s choice” at last month’s sales event. At the register, Keith’s teenage daughter, Ellie, paged idly through a textbook, ignoring the customer who stood before her and cleared his throat for attention.

“Customer, Ellie,” Keith said.

“What am I supposed to do about it?”

“Your job,” Keith said tremulously. “Please, sweetheart.”

Ellie slammed her book shut with such force the customer startled. Through gritted teeth she said, “How may I help you, sir?” Far be it from Margaret to poke her nose in other people’s family affairs, but the Stollers ought to do something about that girl of theirs.

In the EMPLOYEES ONLY area in the back room behind the counter, among storage lockers, a kitchenette, and a series of desks and bookshelves that functioned as a dealer reference library, was an old computer that purred like a motorcycle whenever you turned it on and an assortment of illustrated antiques and collectibles price guides to satisfy every niche. Keith selected a heavy tome whose cover read TOYS: From Victorian Dolls to the Electronic Games of the Future. Holding it close to his chin so that Margaret couldn’t look over his shoulder, he turned the pages thoughtfully. “Well,” he said, “the My Secret Princess thing is definitely okay.” Margaret pictured the heavy book colliding swiftly with Keith’s skull, though in her mind’s eye she couldn’t tell who’d swung it; she guessed with slight embarrassment that she had. “But the Hammer thing is from 1991. You’re right.”

“Of course.”

Keith bit his lip, removed his glasses, and wiped them on his shirt. When he put them back on they were somehow even more smudged than before. “Are you really sure this is worth me having to talk to them about it?”

“Yes,” Margaret said, “I am.” After all, she wanted to add, it took less than a doll to fell Rome, though she wasn’t sure what that even meant.



Having done her due diligence, Margaret thought it prudent to let Keith confront the men discreetly, so she left to attend to some errands and did not return to the Heart of America until later in the afternoon.

The Dealer Association meeting was not to take place until after closing, but as usual many dealers had arrived early with plans to update their stock or redecorate their booths. They shuffled in, unusually listless, the small talk strained and automatic. A couple of men from Hall Six flicked cigarettes past the outdoor ashtray and traded macabre gossip about the Bobo case.

“I heard they already found her body in a dumpster behind Big Lots.”

“Nah, the mother went psycho and staged the kidnapping, only she tied the rope too tight and the kid choked.”

“Says who?”

“Guy in the comments of the Eagle article, but it seems legit.”

Nevertheless, once Margaret made her way past those boors into the mall proper, she found herself overcome with a sense of comfort and belonging. How nice, even amid all the ugliness of the world outside, to know she belonged to a true-blue community. It was just too bad that the Dealer Association continually failed to elect her president, despite her expertise and seniority. She had been selling at Heart since before antique was a verb, years before current president Peter Deen began cluttering up Hall Two with his little playthings.

Margaret dreaded running into the new dealers. Perhaps it’d been unnecessary to raise such a fuss over a single item, even if it was by date of manufacture verboten vis-à-vis official Hall One policy. She hoped Keith hadn’t mentioned specifically that it was she who’d reported them. It wasn’t as if Margaret were some humorless shrew who lived and died by arbitrary principles, who never jaywalked even across empty streets, who never let loose or enjoyed half of a vodka gimlet to celebrate special occasions. And it wasn’t as if the power that came with being the senior-most dealer had gone to her head. She wasn’t out to disallow anyone the freedom to sell whatever merchandise he or she wished. This was the Heart of America, after all. She was, in fact, the driving force, so many years back, in the successful petition for looser merchandise restrictions in Hall One; before she changed things around, the area was limited to antiques and antiques only, but she hadn’t been able to see why she shouldn’t be allowed to include her fine Depression-era glass with the rest of her collection. And all the other dealers—most of them gone now, moved on to other malls and flea markets, or else they’d since dropped out of the business entirely—agreed with her. No one could accuse her of sticklerness. She had her fun, kooky side, too. If one doubted that, one could be directed to her second booth, in Hall Three, containing the most expansive selection of Hazel-Atlas juice glasses in the state, if not the entire nation.

Still, as she returned to her little corner of Hall One, she was relieved to see the offending item had been removed. She hoped—though she didn’t care one way or the other what most people thought of her, not really—that the men wouldn’t hold against her the fact that she’d, with no personal animosity but only a humble respect for the policies to which even she herself was held accountable, seen to the excision of the doll.

Now that it was gone—and sincerely she appreciated the men’s compliance—other sights poked her in the eyes: a big-headed Batman shampoo bottle, demonic stuffed creatures she vaguely recognized from TV ads, an illuminated beer sign with a picture of a scantily clad woman leaning over a pool table, a framed illustration of a crude Charlie Brown smoking a marijuana joint, a statuette done in the Precious Memories style of a grotesquely shrunken man with a base that read “Dirty Old Men Need Love Too,” a board game that endorsed binge drinking and pill popping called Pass-Out, an unopened six-pack of Billy Beer. Even if it was all manufactured prior to 1989, it tested the limits of what belonged in Hall One. An antique mall, in its ideal state, was a sort of museum in which all the curios and artifacts were available for consumption, not just by the wallet but the mind and eyes, too, the perfect hybrid of gift shop and exhibit. Accordingly, a smart vendor selectively curated his or her allotted space. This booth presently inhabited by Seymour and Lee (it just didn’t feel right, with Patricia so recently gone, to refer to it as their booth, as if they owned it, as if they belonged there) was meretricious, circus-colored. Surely the men meant no harm. They just hadn’t yet been thoroughly familiarized with the mall’s ethos. She’d just have to have a nice little nonconfrontational chat with them about it after the meeting.

Margaret turned away from booth #1-146, closed her eyes for a moment to clear the burned-in image of the big mess, and entered her dear #1-138. She felt as if she’d just emerged from the murky depths of a foreboding tar-colored body of water onto a sun-speckled white sand beach. Soft light and clean, delicious air seemed to flow outward from the yawning cavities of each piece of glassware surrounding her. She spun around, feeling almost girlish, picturing herself bathed in the kaleidoscope of colored light like that projected from a church’s stained-glass windows. After all—no blasphemy intended, of course—there was something slightly solemn, holy even, about it, a sort of near-silent sound—a vibration or presence—that emanated from the glass; she’d always thought so, but never shared this thought with anyone, anyone but Patricia, who then took Margaret’s hand in hers and whispered, her breath moist and particley from the crumbs of the Nilla wafers they’d just shared, “I know exactly what you mean. There’s a word for it, hearing something just by looking at it.” Margaret stopped spinning now and straightened her collar. The kiss—it had been meant only as a friendly gesture. That was the way they did it in Europe, wasn’t it? It was true that there was no occasion for it. Margaret had never had many friends growing up, she hadn’t been trained in how these sorts of relationships functioned. This is what she would say if Patricia finally answered the phone. Yes, she’d call again today, Margaret decided, after the meeting. She should be home by then. Margaret remembered that Patricia’s Thursday yoga classes ended at six.

It was then, out of the corner of her eye, that she caught sight of a foreign body at rest in one of her sugar bowls. As the silhouette came into focus, she dropped her purse and pitched backward, tripped on a heel, and collapsed on the cold floor. Looking up at the doll’s ominous brown face, its arms clutching the rim of the bowl, a tiny microphone in its tiny hand, she thought: This will not do. This will not do at all.

Anger lifted her off the floor and she grabbed the doll, careful not to disturb her bowl, and carried it, a plastic foot pinched loosely between two delicate fingers, down the aisles of Hall One. This was, in her opinion, grounds for eviction, and she was sure, if she reminded them of how loyal a renter she’d been these many years, Keith and Stacey would agree.






2 KEITH


Just last week Keith Stoller had had a very promising phone chat with an assistant producer on the new Pickin’ Fortunes spinoff. The network was optimistic, she’d said. Ratings for all Mark-and-Grant-related programming were at a record-breaking high. And—she shouldn’t be letting this out of the bag just yet but what the hell—Mark and Grant had an ulterior motive for their excursion across America and through its many inspiring small businesses. They were looking to expand their Antiquarian Pickporium retail franchise well beyond their flagship Nashville location. During the season finale, they would offer to purchase a stake in their favorite stops.

In Keith’s wildest fantasies, the television exposure brought not riches or fame but merely relief. If he could get out without losing too much money, great. If Mark and Grant put him in the black enough to pay off the mortgage of his exceedingly overvalued Eastborough home, miraculous! No more scary Loan People calling at all hours and intimating threats. No longer would the house lie teetering on the precipice of foreclosure. And if there was enough left over to replenish the coffers of his daughter’s college fund, well then, shit, maybe—just maybe—he would once again be able to sleep at night instead of lying awake inventorying his innumerable shortcomings.

For instance: everyone else on his block seemed always to know when the garbage pickup schedule had changed and only he ever dragged the bins to the curb a day early or a day late. Unlike Keith, these were decent, earnest folks who lived their lives without grousing internally about every perceived slight or inequity, who worked hard enough day-to-day that they never had time to ask themselves whether they loved or hated their jobs. They considered their children their greatest achievement and wouldn’t hesitate to say as much if asked, and were moved to tears by television commercials for greeting card companies and cell phone plans. They understood the rules of every sport and could name their favorite books, movies, songs, etc., and explain with no small amount of passion why those were their favorites. Meanwhile, after nearly five decades on earth, Keith: had no hobbies or interests or friends; was in debt to such a degree that he worried even thinking of the amount he owed would trigger cardiac arrest; had lost track of how long it’d been since he and his wife had touched one another even platonically; had a beautiful grown-up daughter who hated his guts; was haunted by an unending sensation of dread, a feeling like knowing your shoes are untied and you will sooner or later fall flat on your face but you’ve forgotten how to tie a knot.

For although the “Peddlin’ Pair” were due to arrive in just a few days—Monday at three o’clock, to be precise, as he’d written in the e-newsletter encouraging dealers and shoppers to show up in their telegenic best—the assistant producer had stopped returning Keith’s calls. Finally, this morning, on his fifth attempt, someone at the production offices answered, an intern who would not tell Keith his name and refused to forward him to anyone important. “You say you’re calling from Wichita?” he said as if the city were as remote as Narnia. “Hmm. I don’t see it on the schedule, except—hold on a minute.” After a wait of nearly ten minutes, he returned. “Yeah. There’s a bit of a snag in the plan.” The missing girl had made national news, he explained, and Mark and Grant were concerned about coming across as callous. “It wouldn’t be a good look for them to go around appraising bottle cap collections with BTK Part Two stalking the streets.”

“I’m sure that’s an overreaction,” Keith said. “The girl’ll be found any minute now, camping in the backyard or something. I ran away as a kid once. My parents didn’t even notice I was gone.”

“We can only hope that things will work out.”

“But you’re coming, though, right? If not Monday, then another time?”

“Our schedule is tight. We’re going to have to get back to you. Let us know what happens with the girl. Mark and Grant are praying for her,” the intern said and hung up.

One little girl out of the six hundred thousand who lived here! Who knew what kinds of terrible things were happening in all the cities Mark and Grant toured, but they didn’t cancel the whole show because of it. Okay, so a child in peril was unfortunate, but it would be worse to let one tragedy beget another—namely, the tragedy of the Stoller family’s financial collapse. Without a Mark-and-Grant buyout, the Heart of America was doomed.

So when Veronica Samples, the midcentury modern maven of Hall Four, had met him at the doors during opening that morning and accosted him with a bouquet of neon flyers, he’d had more important things on his mind—more important to him personally, at least—than Lindy Bobo. “We need to take action before it’s too late,” she said as he struggled with the door’s sticky lock. “Ninety-four percent of missing children are recovered within seventy-two hours. There’s no time to waste. Things aren’t just going to go back to normal on their own.”

It struck him as the key finally clicked into place: She was right. Find Lindy and everything would go back to normal—including Mark and Grant’s tour schedule. In fact, once he called up the producers and told them that he himself, proprietor of the Heart of America Antique Mall, Kansas’s largest year-round antiques market, had been the one to lead the search effort that found lost Lindy Bobo, there’d be no way they’d turn down such a compelling human-interest piece. Mark and Grant would have to reward Wichita’s own hero with a stake in their lucrative Antiquarian Pickporium franchise. At once Keith became a willing conscript in Veronica’s CHAANT (College Hill AMBER Alert Neighborhood Taskforce) group, offering to devote that afternoon’s Dealer Association meeting to rallying volunteers.

He was back in the lounge stapling the very last of the two hundred packets he’d had copied at the nearby FedEx Office when Veronica came in and joined him at the table. “Just in time,” he said. “I’m all finished.”

“It’s wonderful you’ve taken to the cause with such enthusiasm,” Veronica said.

“No problemo.” Keith surveyed the neatly stacked papers. Although it was menial, he could not remember the last time he’d felt such pride for a job well done.

Veronica adjusted her cat-eye frames. “It’s just that…” She removed and unfolded a paper from her purse. “What I gave you before. It was missing a page. Would it be much trouble to ask you to run back to FedEx Office to make enough copies of this?” The page was titled “Abduction Glossary.” “I’d do it myself but I’m expecting a really important call from Detective Skinner. My police contact.”

“Of course. Anything I can do to help.”

“That’s such a relief.” Veronica gently squeezed his wrist. It had been so long since Keith had been touched in any way by an adult woman that the innocuous gesture gave him an immediate erection. “Then you can remove the staples of the ones you’ve already done and put this as page four.”

“Maybe to save time I could just put it at the bottom. A sort of postscript.”

“No, that would be too confusing. Also, you’ll have to renumber all of the pages. Actually, you should just scrap these and start over.” Veronica stood and collected the completed packets in a bundle in her arms. “I’ll take these to the recycling. It wouldn’t hurt to print off some more flyers, either. Oh, and maybe stop at the hardware store and buy some extra flashlights for tonight.”

On his way out Keith stopped at the counter to borrow some cash from the till. Today he was in no mood to be humiliated by the pizza-faced FedEx Office employee respectfully informing him that yes, all of his credit cards seemed to be declined.

Ellie looked up from her textbook. “You’re allowed to steal from the register but I’m not?”

“Legitimate business expense. I have to run some errands. Think you can steer the ship while I’m out?”

“No. You probably shouldn’t trust me. I might find an antique gun and go on a killing spree.”

“Don’t joke about that, sweetheart.”

“Fine. I’ll just use it to blow my own brains out.”

“I’ll be back before closing. Love you.”

“Who cares?”

Something changed between them after the business with the college money. It was Stacey’s actions that screwed her, but Keith was the one Ellie regarded as the betrayer. He supposed he was just easier to hate. He recalled wistfully how they had once been such good friends who could stand to be in the same room together and enjoyed family activities like watching TV and making fun of Stacey’s sibilant s when Stacey wasn’t around. Ellie was so smart and such a unique person. Keith was terrified of her. He couldn’t remember the last time the two of them really talked. Ellie invariably went straight to her room whenever she came home and only emerged for school and work.

No one had prepared him for how lonely middle age could be. It was why people had families, he supposed; they had to be your friend by default, they couldn’t just break up with you or let the relationship fade with an unreturned phone call.

Recently, while snooping through Stacey’s personal locker in the mall’s back room, Keith had found a small black ledger, the pages filled with a simple chart listing every Heart of America employee and dealer, each with a cryptic caption:



	JIMMY DANIELS

	ROOKWOOD SHAPE 962




	RONALD MARSH

	BLUE OVOID TECO




	MARGARET BYRD

	ROSEVILLE AZTEC SHAPE 2




	ELLIE

	YAGI KAZUO (?)





At first Keith thought it was a living will, though he was perplexed that she would distribute her collection among so many people who wouldn’t want it. Not till he reached his own name did Keith crack the code: it was kind of inventory associating—based on head shape or body type or personality, who could say?—the people she knew with pieces from her collection.



	KEITH

	BROKEN COOKIE JAR





That she conceived of human beings this way should not have surprised him. She was herself an empty vessel. And yet, almost twenty years ago, when they first opened the Heart of America, he must have been in love with Stacey, really truly in love. He had to have been. Only that all-powerful delusion could have ever led him to his present ineluctable misery. They’d courted in antique shops, inexpensive dates driving to out-of-the-way historic downtowns, strolling the aisles on Saturday afternoons. Back then Keith didn’t have to pretend to enjoy himself. Recently married, Stacey pregnant, they’d just closed on the exceedingly overvalued house in Eastborough, a modest one-story currently on its third mortgage with a finished basement, aboveground pool, and a two-car garage through whose disproportioned doors Keith’s Bonneville could never fit, the least impressive in a neighborhood full of mansions and mini-mansions. Of course Stacey had chosen the house, for its proximity to good schools, for its safeness, for any number of reasons Keith hadn’t paid attention to at the time, too in love was he to have an opinion of his own. Yes, it was true, and he was amazed to think of it now, that once he really did love Stacey. But what was love, anyway, especially at that impressionable age when Keith was just beginning to learn to be an adult, a lesson he didn’t really comprehend until the birth of his daughter, or maybe in truth he’d never comprehended it, seeing as he had failed his daughter, he’d failed as a husband (although his failure was largely Stacey’s fault, he thought), he was a loser, a crack-up, a creep. If not for Stacey’s dream to open the mall, and the attendant and unpredictably astronomical expenses operating thereof, they would have paid off the house by now and had a chance—a slight one, at least—of a retirement plan better than his current one, i.e., keeping his fingers crossed for either a windfall or an early, painless death. Keith supposed he was more fortunate than many; few could pinpoint the single moment that ruined their life, but he could: the day he and Stacey signed the paperwork on the Heart of America.






3 RONALD


Although Ronald Marsh was an optimist by nature, even he had his unhappinesses. For the good of himself, his friends, and the friends he had yet to make, he kept them inside and private. The last thing he wanted to be thought of was as a lonely old widower.

He always made sure to sign up for walking duties on the first Thursday of every month, when Dealer Association meetings were scheduled. He loved the hustle and bustle of the mall when so many dealers were present, haggling with one another, loading their booths with newly acquired merchandise, comparing sales sheets, and just plain shooting the breeze. If he was said to collect anything other than the postcards arranged by subject matter in sharp-edged rows in the cabinets that lined his booth, it would be the small social exchanges he gathered while walking: reciprocated smiles, hearty hellos, chats about the weather or current events. Each, however brief or seemingly trivial, was an opportunity to partake in human connection. Ronald regarded small talk with uncommon reverence. Even a brief conversation between strangers before going their separate ways was, for its duration, a kind of friendship.

And today of all days Ronald needed to talk. He’d always fancied himself a particularly adept small talker, but what weighed presently on his mind was quite big. Ronald was clumsy and scatterbrained by nature, had a habit of knocking over juice glasses and stumbling into closed doors, leaving his wallet at the checkout stand and driving with the trunk open. With warmth, his dear Melinda, rest her soul, had referred to such incidents as Ronald’s “oopsies.” Ronald was currently in the midst of an oopsie he had no idea how to fix. To clear his mind, to gain the perspective he needed to shimmy himself out of this pickle, he would embrace routine. He would go about his duties as if it were any ordinary day. He’d figure it all out, he was sure. If he put his faith in himself, things would work out just fine. That he believed.

Yes, indeed. Ronald thrived on conversation. He was his best version of himself when engaged in the verbal patter that punctuated his lively existence. It was just the thing to put him back in his right mind. As a child he’d fantasized about being a TV talk show host, the kind who is so interesting and urbane that all his famous guests usually end up asking him the questions. Melinda had once pointed out that his love of postcards was not unrelated to his passion for chitchat, for what was a postcard but one half of a conversation, taken place over days or weeks or months, sometimes across continents or oceans, preserved by enthusiasts like Ronald. Some collectors preferred their pieces unused and like new, but not Ronald. For him the back held as much thrill as the front—what a wonder to eavesdrop on the handwritten voices of the past! Yet there was nothing that could compare to the spontaneous magic of being right in front of your fellow man. The finest breeze-shooters in the business could make an ordinary exchange of hellos look like an athletic feat, and soon enough Ronald would be partaking in a televised bull session of his very own. On Monday Mark and Grant from television’s popular Home Channel were coming to film at the mall, and Ronald just knew he would impress them with his preternatural gift of gab.
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