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For my dear friend Dallas Mayr, who left us too soon. New York City isn’t the same without you.


“Mushrooms were the roses in the garden of that unseen world, because the real mushroom plant was underground. The parts you could see—what most people called a mushroom—was just a brief apparition. A cloud flower.”

― Margaret Atwood, The Year of the Flood

“If those dried-up little scraps of fungus taught me anything, it is that there are other stranger forms of consciousness available to us, and, whatever they mean, their very existence, to quote William James, ‘forbids[s] a premature closing of our accounts with reality.’”

― Michael Pollan, How to Change Your Mind
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AFTERWORD


1.

It was going on eleven o’clock at night when the flesh slipped off Kat Bishop’s arm as easily as an elbow-length opera glove.

Lying on her stomach on her bed and drawing in her favorite sketchbook, the one with the purple velour cover, she’d been having trouble concentrating ever since she got back from the park. She blamed it on her heart still racing after her date with Tasha. The secrecy of it only made it more exciting. She’d waited until nine-thirty, when her parents went to bed, before sneaking out of her converted-attic bedroom. The summer night air was humid as she climbed down the rickety trellis on the rear of the house. She biked the quarter mile to Dradin Park. Tasha was waiting on the park bench just outside the gate to the community garden. They’d chosen this spot because it struck them both as romantic and because they knew no one else would be there so late. They weren’t worried about being alone in the park at night. There wasn’t much crime in the city of Sakima, New York. The online police blotter was generally empty except for the occasional report of shoplifting or angry residents dumping trash on their neighbors’ lawns. No, Kat’s only real concern was her parents finding out. They’d always been supportive of her—of her desire to be an artist, of wanting to go to college out of state—but she heard the remarks they made when there were same-sex wedding notices in the newspaper and knew this was something they would never stand for. If they found out, she would be grounded for life.

She and Tasha had gotten to know each other when they were assigned to be lab partners in Chemistry class right at the end of the school year. Kat had only ever dated boys before, but she felt drawn to Tasha right away, with her short hair, pierced eyebrow, and ring through her nose. Tasha looked jailhouse tough, but underneath she was sweet and sentimental. She texted Kat poems she wrote herself.

On the park bench that night, she and Tasha had kissed with all the passion and intensity that came with something new and secret. Tasha braved sliding a hand under Kat’s t-shirt for the first time, and it was like a jolt of electricity ran through her. She let Tasha keep her hand there, but she decided she wasn’t ready to go any further than that. Not yet, but maybe soon.

Later, climbing back into her bedroom through the window, still high from the experience and Tasha’s promise to see her again tomorrow, Kat felt so energized that she’d immediately thrown open her sketchbook and started drawing, pausing only to answer Tasha’s text of Did u get home ok? with No, I’m dead, which summoned a flurry of laughing emojis. Kat returned her attention to the sketchbook and drew the butterfly tattoo that was on Tasha’s right calf. Tasha didn’t like it, she said the tattoo artist had messed it up by drawing one wing way bigger than the other, but to Kat it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. The color of its wings started a deep, rich blue at the butterfly’s body, then faded outward into an elegant lavender.

Kat let out a bark of euphoric laughter and found it impossible to stop. And why should she stop? She was happy! Everything was so perfect, the colors of her bedroom brighter than she’d ever seen. The closet door swelled as though it were breathing, and Kat found this so funny she laughed until tears poured from her eyes.

That was when the flesh slipped off her arm. “Off like a prom dress,” as her dad liked to say, which she’d always found annoying but now only made her laugh harder. The bones underneath were made of jewels, glittering red, yellow, and green like a pirate’s treasure in a children’s book. They were so beautiful, the most beautiful things she’d ever seen. She flexed her sparkling fingers in fascination and felt her jewel-bones creak.

What’s happening to me? she wondered.

She thought back to her date with Tasha. While they were making out, she’d felt something strange, like tiny, stinging pinpricks on her arms and neck. It stopped as quickly as it started, so she hadn’t paid it much mind, figuring it was mosquitos. Some remote part of her brain tried to tell her the little stings hadn’t felt like normal bug bites, but the thought was lost to the glorious feeling that swept over her. Somehow, she could feel things beyond herself. She could feel everything. It was an almost religious experience, this sudden, undeniable connection she felt to Tasha, to her family, to everyone and everything. Everything was connected—Kat, nature, God—and those connections were like cosmic strings, cords that stretched from Kat to the rest of creation.

She scribbled in her sketchbook, trying to capture the feeling on paper, her fleshless arm now miraculously encased in flesh once more. Around her, the air was alive with a flight of butterflies, their flapping, unevenly-sized wings a royal blue and imperial lavender. They filled Kat’s bedroom like a swarm, like a flood, like a sense of excitement so overpowering you think you’re going to burst. If she stayed perfectly quiet, she could hear her own heart beating in time with their wings, a clock ticking in time with the universe itself. The pulse of the cosmos, like the kicking of a bass drum. The heartbeat of God, like thunder in the mountains.

She jumped off the bed to chase after the butterflies. She ran across the room and saw, incredibly, another Kat, another version of herself running toward her. Was it future Kat? Kat from some alternate dimension? Was this other Kat straight or gay? What was she? Kat opened her arms to embrace the other Kat. A moment too late, some part of her brain realized it was her reflection in the bedroom window, but by then she couldn’t slow down. Her knees hit the ledge below the window and her body pitched forward. Her head hit the glass first, the hard bone of her skull smashing through it, and still she kept moving forward. The daggerlike shards slashed her clothes and sliced small red nicks over every bit of exposed skin. And then Kat was flying, soaring with the butterflies, the wind through her hair.

She was one with the divine.

One with God.

One with something in the park that called to her, beautiful and important.

More than anything she wanted to answer that call, but the ground rose to meet her, and after a blinding, momentary flash of white-hot pain, seventeen-year-old Kat Bishop didn’t want anything anymore.


2.

The protest was already in full swing when Dr. Laura Powell arrived at the Sakima town hall. A couple dozen people stood in a cluster on the grass outside, chanting, “Hey hey, ho ho, Bluecoal has got to go,” and waving signs that read SAVE THE PARK, SAY NO TO BLUECOAL! and HANDS OFF OUR COMMUNITY GARDEN! Laura admired their fortitude. It was another mid-August scorcher in the Hudson Valley. There was no shade where they were standing, and though Laura had only just stepped out of the air-conditioning of her car, the hot sun already had her sweating under her blouse.

She knew most of the protesters. There were only thirty-five hundred people in Sakima, and even if she hadn’t lived here all her life, it wouldn’t take long to know most of them. Laura was one of only two general practitioners in town, which meant a lot of them were her patients as well. Laura spotted her elderly neighbor Melanie Elster among the protesters, and her mood darkened. Twice now, Melanie had left handwritten, passive-aggressive notes in Laura’s mailbox, both times pointing out that Laura’s shrubs were an inch taller than the homeowners’ association’s approved height. Melanie glared at her as she walked past the protest, probably mentally drafting her next missive. Laura pretended not to see her and joined the crowd filing into the town hall.

This isn’t going to go well, Laura thought.

The mayor and city council had sold Dradin Park, fifty acres of green space in the heart of Sakima, to Bluecoal, a bigtime developer from downstate. There’d been no public referendum. The land had been sold out from under them. After weeks of protests, petitions, and letter-writing campaigns, the mayor had invited the vice president of Bluecoal to come and try to convince everyone that the luxury condos they planned to build would benefit the community. He would be lucky to leave in one piece.

It wasn’t just that the land had been sold without their permission that infuriated everyone, it was the loss of the community garden within the park. Sakima had been hit hard by the recent recession. The population dropped by half as people left to look for work elsewhere, or because they could no longer afford their homes. For those who remained, the community garden was what kept them going. It brought the whole town together during a difficult time. It gave residents something to do other than stare at the empty listings on job sites. It provided fresh produce for families in need. Even after the economy recovered, the community garden continued to hold a special place for the people of Sakima.

Now a faceless, corporate real estate firm from Manhattan wanted to pave over it for their luxury condos. Everyone was up in arms, which was why Laura was surprised so many people had turned out this morning to hear what Bluecoal’s vice president had to say. The lobby was packed. It looked like everyone who wasn’t at work today was here.

Piles of colorful Bluecoal brochures had been stacked on a table just inside the door, but they remained untouched. She noticed a stooped, gray man in his late seventies lingering near them. Kenneth Dalpe. Laura was glad to see him out of his house. He’d been in a deep depression since the loss of Isabella, his wife of more than fifty years, and rarely left his home.

“Hi, Kenneth,” she said, approaching him. “It’s been a while. How are you?”

“Enjoying the air-conditioning,” he said with a thin smile. “It’s another hot one this morning. I don’t remember summers being this hot back in my day.”

She smiled pleasantly. If he didn’t want to talk about himself, they didn’t have to. “It’s good to see you. Are you coming inside? I could use someone to sit with.”

“All right.” He leaned in close and spoke confidentially, his breath smelling of coffee. “As long as I can sit on the aisle so I can make my escape if need be. I don’t have much patience for bullshit. Never did.”

“It’s a deal,” Laura said. “I’ll probably make my escape right behind you.”

They followed the crowd through the big interior doors to the auditorium inside and managed to find two seats on the aisle near the back. The stage at the front of the room was bare except for the United States flag on one side, the State of New York’s blue Excelsior flag on the other, a podium with a light and microphone, and a SMART Board on a stand beside it.

Oh God, there’s going to be a PowerPoint presentation!

She already regretted her decision to come.

Paul and Lisa Miller, who lived a few blocks over from Laura, took their seats in the row in front of her, along with their fifteen-year-old son Jeff. After exchanging pleasantries with Paul and Lisa, she noticed the violin case Jeff had stowed under his chair.

“I’m glad to see you’re still playing, Jeff,” she said. “I think it’s great that you stuck with it.”

Jeff glanced at her, then quickly looked down at his shoes. He’d been a shy, awkward kid for as long as she’d known him.

“I have a lesson right after this, so I had to bring it with me,” he mumbled.

Laura nodded. “I’d love to hear you play sometime.”

That was more than Jeff could handle. He flushed a dark red, stared at the floor, and didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands. Jeff’s mother grinned at her.

“You can hear him play soon enough at his recital next month,” she said. “Isn’t that right, Jeff?”

Jeff mumbled an answer that wasn’t meant to be heard.

“What was that, young man?” his mother said. “What did I tell you about speaking up so people could hear you?”

Jeff’s shoulders slumped, trying to make himself small enough to be invisible.

On the stage, Sakima’s mayor, Thomas Harvey, walked up behind the podium. The crowd’s chatter died down, and there was a thin smattering of polite applause. Laura leaned back in her chair, glad for an end to the conversation. She didn’t want to embarrass the boy any more than he already was.

“Good people of Sakima, thank you for coming out today,” Mayor Harvey said. His rumpled gray suit barely fit over his rotund belly. He unbuttoned it nervously, and stroked his bushy mustache. Another nervous tic. He knew he was outnumbered. “I know a lot of you aren’t happy with the deal to develop Dradin Park. I’ve received your phone calls, your emails, and your letters, and I want you to know that I hear your concerns. To that end, I’ve asked Sean Hilton, the vice president of Bluecoal Development, to come and talk to you about our plans for Dradin Park and to answer any questions or concerns you might have. Now, without further ado, please join me in welcoming Sean Hilton, who was kind enough to come all the way up from New York City for this.”

Mayor Harvey backed away from the podium, clapping. A man in his fifties stepped out of the wings in a well-pressed blue suit and red tie. If he expected applause, he didn’t get it from anyone but the mayor, who quickly stopped, climbed down from the stage, and took his seat in the auditorium. The man on stage opened his mouth to speak, but just as he did someone in the audience let out a long, loud boo. Laura shifted in her seat to see who it was, but all she saw were craning heads like her own searching out the culprit. Nervous laughter rippled through the crowd. The man cleared his throat and began again.

“Good morning. My name is Sean Hilton, and I’m the vice president of Bluecoal,” he said. “I’d like to start by thanking Mayor Harvey for inviting me to your lovely city today, and by thanking you, the citizens of Sakima, for lending me your time. I hope I’ll be able to answer any questions you might have about the development we’ve planned. You know, I was excited to learn that Sakima is the Lenape Indian word for leader, because now, like this great city’s name, you have a chance to be a leader in the Hudson Valley when it comes to luxury developments.”

Laura rolled her eyes. For the next fifteen minutes, Sean Hilton spoke in a clear, well-practiced voice about how the development would be the best thing to ever happen to Sakima. It was nothing she hadn’t heard before. He talked about how their city could be proud of the development’s small carbon footprint, how it would be sustainable and LEED-certified with plans that had already been given a gold rating by the U.S. Green Building Council. He pointed out that Dradin Park used to be a landfill before it was capped in the 1980s and turned into a park, which he called the perfect illustration of how not all change was bad. He brought up the city’s shrinking tax revenue, which had dropped considerably after so many people left during the recession, and promised that an influx of new residents with disposable income would increase that revenue, which meant better roads, better schools, and even the refurbishment the old Jack M. Haringa Bridge that connected Sakima to Kingston on the other side of the Hudson River.

Clearly, he’d done his research. People in Sakima had been petitioning for years to give the old, rusting bridge an overhaul, Laura included. Even so, Sean Hilton’s words washed fruitlessly over her, and judging by the expressions of the people around her, they weren’t any more moved than she was. No one had changed their mind. No one wanted to lose the community garden.

“I know part of the reason there’s resistance to our proposal is because it’s a luxury development. You’re worried it will be out of your reach economically,” he continued. “After all, why would you want us to build new housing in your beautiful city if you can’t afford to live there? Well, the good news is that we’re committed to reserving a portion of the units as affordable housing. That means—”

“Bullshit!” someone called from the audience.

It was the same voice that had booed earlier. Sean Hilton stopped talking. A low murmur rippled through the auditorium as people looked to see who’d interrupted him. This time, the culprit made it easy for them by standing up. He was a tall, skinny man in his sixties with a horseshoe of white hair on an otherwise bald head, a thin rat-tail braid in the back. He wore a garishly patterned Hawaiian shirt and aviator sunglasses.

Oh God, Laura thought. It’s Victor.

Victor Cunningham was an old Gulf War vet who lived in the woods on the outskirts of town. Frankly, she was surprised him here. He mostly kept to himself and only appeared in town when he needed groceries or hardware. The last time she’d seen him was months ago, when she’d spotted him yelling about fascism and imperialism at the soldiers manning an Army recruitment table in City Square.

“Sit down, Victor,” Mayor Harvey called from his seat.

“Like hell I will. I’ve heard enough from this braying jackass,” Victor said. “The only reason Bluecoal promised to include affordable units was to sweeten the deal so our harebrained mayor would sign on the dotted line. Isn’t that right, Hilton? You must think we’re real easy to fool, don’t you? Developers like you always promise affordable housing, but you never deliver on it.”

A few voices in the crowd booed, then more joined in. Sean Hilton grinned, thinking they were booing Victor for interrupting, but the grin faded fast once he realized they were booing him.

He swallowed nervously. “If you’ll just let me finish…”

Victor had no intention of letting him finish. He turned to the audience and spoke directly to them. “The last thing this town needs is to give up our community garden so these radioactive turds can build a sprawling playground for their rich friends looking for second homes by the Hudson. But we the people have a voice! Tell your friends! Tell your neighbors! Tell the mayor and the city council! If they kicked Amazon out of Long Island City, we can kick these pigfuckers out of Sakima! Who’s with me?”

A cheer roared through the room. Laura joined in, caught up in the moment. Victor extended both his middle fingers toward the stage, and Sean Hilton stormed off into the wings. The cheers continued for a good thirty seconds after that. Victor faced the audience and bowed to a smattering of applause.

Laura leaned over to Kenneth. “That went about as well I thought it would.”

The old widower chuckled. “I can’t say I’m sorry I came. I wouldn’t have wanted to miss that.”

Laura left through the lobby, weaving through an excited crowd that was talkative and still laughing. Not surprisingly, Mayor Harvey was nowhere to be seen. Probably, he was backstage commiserating with Sean Hilton.

She spotted Ralph Gorney, Sakima’s police chief, entering the packed lobby like a salmon swimming upstream in his tan uniform shirt and dark pants. The brass badge on his chest glinted in the light from the fixtures overhead. For a moment she wondered if Mayor Harvey or Sean Hilton had called the police on Victor for making a scene, but as soon as Ralph saw her, he waved her down. Laura sighed. If Ralph was looking for her, it couldn’t be good.

“Sorry, Laura, are you busy?” he asked when he reached her. His dark brown skin was beaded with sweat from the heat, all the way down his cheeks and into his well-trimmed beard. He was in his late thirties and good-looking, but over the past couple of years the weight of the world had crept onto his face, etching deep lines around his eyes and mouth.

“What is it?” she asked, although she could guess. The number of suspicious deaths in Sakima could be counted on one hand every year, sometimes half a hand. The police department had neither the budget nor the need to keep a medical examiner on staff. On the odd occasion when they needed one, they reached out to Laura.

Ralph looked around as the crowd jostled past them. “Can we talk about this outside?”

He led her out of the town hall and through the parking lot to his police cruiser. The lot was full, and he’d been forced to park in one of the farthest spots from the door. No wonder he was soaked with sweat by the time he got to her.

“I need you to come down and perform on autopsy,” he said. “This is a tough one. She was young, just a high school kid. You hate to see it.”

Laura nodded. “I’ll cancel my patients this afternoon and meet you at the station.”

Ralph opened the door of his cruiser but paused before getting in. “Just a heads up, it might be a suicide. I thought you should know after what happened with your mother.”

“Thanks,” Laura said. “How’d she do it?”

“Jumped out her bedroom window,” he said.


3.

Overlooking the dappled banks of the Hudson and just a few streets over from MacLeod Avenue, Sakima’s downtown area full of shops and restaurants, stood four city blocks collectively known as City Square, the seat of city government and the location of most of its public buildings. City Hall stood in the center of it all, a huge, domed building with granite pillars and vaulted windows. Around it were the courthouse, the public library, a handful of office buildings, and the central police station, a large, two-story brick building that ran almost the length of an entire block.

Laura parked her car in the police lot and hung a placard off her rearview that announced she was there on official business. Exiting her car, she cut through the row of blue-and-white squad cars that were parked in front of the entrance, the hot sun reflecting off the light bars on their roofs. Inside the station, Laura was hit with a welcome blast of air-conditioning. The lobby was divided by a gated, waist-high wooden barrier that separated the public waiting area from the rest of the station.

“Morning, Dahlia,” Laura said to the young female officer seated at the front desk.

“Morning, Laura,” Dahlia Mintz replied, buzzing her through the gate. She tucked a strand of black hair behind her ear. “Ralph is waiting for you in the morgue. Oh, and Adam left a note for you. Hold on.”

She dug a folded piece of paper out of a drawer and handed it to Laura. Laura unfolded it. It had been torn from a standard-issue spiralbound field interview notebook, and across it was written in Adam’s big, blocky handwriting:

MY PLACE TONIGHT?

It was clear from Dahlia’s knowing smirk that she’d already read the note. Laura had been dating Officer Adam Patterson for two months now, and she still wasn’t sure how she felt about him. They didn’t have much in common. Conversations were forced. Sometimes it seemed like he was more interested in drinking beer and watching a ballgame on TV than talking with her, and yet he’d chased after her a long time for that first date. It was hard not to be flattered by that kind of attention, but after two months the flattery was wearing off, and so far, nothing deeper had taken its place.

That wasn’t the only thing keeping her from fully committing. Sometimes she saw something in Adam’s eyes she didn’t like. A spark of anger, a hint of something violent. Once, she saw him go off on an older woman in the supermarket when their carts accidentally collided. The moment had stuck with her, worrying her mind. If he could yell at a complete stranger like that, would he ever do the same to her?

She folded the note again and put it in her pocket. “Thanks, Dahlia.”

Laura went through an interior door into the back of the station. A long hallway stretched the length of the building, smelling of burnt coffee. She skirted around the stairs that led to the second floor, where the evidence room, uniform storage, and locker rooms were. She walked past Ralph’s private office, a door marked HOLDING, and another marked RECORDS, until she same to an unmarked door with an electronic pad on the wall next to it. She tapped a key fob on the pad, which unlocked the door, and she stepped into the part of the building affectionately known as the Science Wing, which housed the morgue and the forensics lab. As the door closed behind her, the scent of coffee was replaced by the odor of ammonia.

When she got to the morgue, Ralph was waiting for her just as Dahlia said. A black, zipped-up body bag lay on the stainless-steel autopsy table, its dark, oily folds absorbing the light from the LED tubes overhead. Six belt handles hung off the sides of the heavy vinyl acetate bag like the stunted legs of an insect.

“Is this her?” Laura asked.

Ralph nodded. “Her parents called 911 shortly after eleven last night. She was dead when the EMTs got there. They kept her on ice until now.” He nodded toward morgue refrigerator on the other side of the room, its eight cabinet doors like blank faces staring back at them.

Laura washed her hands, put on a pair of nitrile gloves, and approached the autopsy table. The bag was still cold from the refrigerator, radiating chilled air. She broke the police seal and pulled the heavy nylon zipper down just enough to reveal the head, neck, and t-shirt-clad shoulders of a teenage Caucasian girl with dark hair cut in a bob.

“Her name was Kat Bishop,” Ralph said.

“I know.” Laura recognized just about everyone who wound up on her table. It was inevitable in a city the size of Sakima. Each death was a tragedy, but this one felt worse. Kat Bishop was only seventeen years old. “She was one of my patients. I did her annual physical just a few months ago.”

Kat’s neck was bent and discolored. After going out the window, she’d landed on it hard. A broken neck would likely reveal itself as the cause of death, although she couldn’t rule out blood loss. Dozens of slashes marked her head, face, and neck, thin red signatures etched in her flesh by sharp glass. Splotches of dried blood discolored her skin and clothes. Ragged holes in her t-shirt revealed more cuts underneath.

“You said she jumped out a window, Ralph. You didn’t mention the window was still closed.”

“My first thought was suicide, but her parents don’t buy it,” he said. “They say she was happy and social. She’d just started dating someone. She had plans for college. She took a shift working the high school’s community garden plots over the summer for extra credit. But mostly, they’re convinced it wasn’t a suicide because she didn’t leave a note.”

“It’s unusual for people to kill themselves without leaving a note,” Laura said. “It’s even more unusual for them to jump out a window without opening it first. You said she was dating someone. Has anyone questioned the boyfriend? Or girlfriend. I don’t want to make assumptions.”

“I asked the Bishops the same thing, even put it the same way you did. They seemed offended that I would suggest their daughter wasn’t dating a boy, but they don’t know who it was. Kat wouldn’t tell them.” He sighed. “Their theory is that Kat was on drugs, and what happened last night was because of that.”

Laura studied Kat’s face again. She looked peaceful despite the multitude of cuts and abrasions. When Laura had done her physical, Kat was healthy and in good shape. The girl had chatting excitedly about her hopes to attend the Rhode Island School of Design after graduation next year. She hadn’t sounded depressed at all. There’d been no sign of drug use, either. But that was months ago, and a lot could change in that time, especially for someone her age. She’d started dating somebody no one knew about, somebody who might have given her drugs, or slipped them to her without her knowing.

“Have you ruled out homicide?” she asked. “Was anyone there who might have thrown her through that window?”

“Her parents were home but asleep. The sound of the window breaking woke them up. They said they didn’t see anyone else in the house. That’s what made me think suicide at first.” He ran a nervous hand over his close-cropped hair. “There’s one more thing, Laura. The Bishops are close with Mayor Harvey, and he’s as shaken up as they are. Under any other circumstances, I wouldn’t waste your time asking for a full tox screen and autopsy on a case like this, but with the mayor on my back…” He shrugged. “You know how it is.”

She nodded. “Got it. I’ll let you know what I find.”

“Much appreciated,” he said. “The sooner the better, okay?”

As soon as Ralph left, Laura went to the supply closet to retrieve the personal protective equipment she’d need for the autopsy: hair cap, surgical mask, safety goggles, scrubs, and a fluid-resistant surgical gown to wear over them. She changed in the small adjoining bathroom off the side of the morgue, squeezing between the sink and the shower stall. Back in the morgue, she lowered the blinds over the observation window that looked in from the hallway. It was standard procedure whenever an autopsy was performed, a signal to everyone in the building to stay out if they didn’t want to see something they couldn’t unsee. Laura also liked to think of it as giving the deceased one last bit of privacy. She could think of no procedure
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