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Five years ago I put on my detective hat and my existential black turtleneck in order to solve the mystery of his suicide. I mean the reasons my youngest brother killed himself and his thoughts leading up to his plan. The black turtleneck turned out to be a perfect fit and after sifting and sorting through his belongings, I closed my investigation with satisfactory results. Although we were left with some lingering questions, a few loose ends, some wasted hours here and there, brief and average-length stretches of total mediocrity, paths leading nowhere, mental and emotional cul-de-sacs, overall, everything regarding my investigation turned out okay, THE END.
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For five years I believed it was over, and then out of the blue I received an envelope with a photo of my youngest brother from our childhood and nothing else. For reasons unclear to me, someone had mailed me a photo in which my now-dead brother is wearing a trench coat, a lanyard with two keys, and a thick black strap around his neck. He must be about eight or nine years old. Attached to the strap is an expensive-looking camera. He’s holding a magnifying glass up to his right eye and smiling. A gentle, sincere smile. Sticking out of the trench coat pocket is the corner of a white piece of paper. Paper, keys, camera, magnifying glass, trench; he is a mélange of detective-novel clues and tropes. The trench is the same color as the wall, pale beige with warm yellow undertones. My brother blends into the background like the passive observer he once was and always would be. Until he wasn’t. The person in the picture has no idea what he will go on to do one day, the devastation of his plan. When we were little, we played detective together. He was the one who investigated and I was the criminal, the one who left behind breadcrumbs, escaped at the last second, and evaded all consequences. Who could have predicted almost three decades later our roles would be reversed? What stood out to me was his right eye, enlarged from the magnifying glass. An eye of inquiry. I sat on my couch, plagued by uneasy speculations. Who had sent this to me? Why now, on the approach of the fifth anniversary of his death? I examined the envelope. There was no return address, no name of the sender.

Only a memento of Moran.
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That afternoon I was getting ready to teach my troubled youth at the private arts college. Although I had designed a meticulous syllabus, the troubled youth in my creative writing workshop did not want to talk about reading or writing. Instead they spoke at length about their suffering, and I tried to teach them how to take their suffering and the suffering of the people around them and turn it into seemingly coherent prose, semi-digestible, but the troubled youth didn’t care, they were too overcome with their own sorrows and depression. And who did I think I was, trying to teach the troubled youth how to write? If someone had asked, even though no one ever asked, I would say I was Dan Moran, a Korean adoptee, single, approaching forty, once plain in appearance as a woman, now ugly as a man, that’s who or what I thought I was.

Most importantly, I was no longer useless, I was a writer.

I congratulated myself: five years in the post-suicide phase. It had been five years since I had received the phone call informing me of my youngest adoptive brother’s death, permanently and decisively altering the structure of my brain. During those five years, I pursued an MFA in creative writing, I wrote, I taught my troubled youth at a private arts college, I procrastinated, I philosophized, I transitioned, etc. While in graduate school, I transcribed into a book the initial discoveries I had made during the investigation of my brother’s suicide: Sorry to Disrupt the Peace by _________ Moran. By publishing one book and four or five prose poems, I had transformed myself from no one into an active participant in a thriving intellectual and artistic community: in other words, the contemporary-literature and adjunct-teaching scene in Brooklyn.

Then the photo of my brother appeared in my mailbox, whispering, I am not done with you.

I caught myself staring at the assemblage of mysterious objects in the photo: paper, camera, trench, glass. I was overtaken with a fragile curiosity, I could see myself opening the suicide door again and peering around the suicide frame, just a quick nothing-glance around the suicide doorway to see what’s there. I considered calling my Korean adoptee therapist Tina to discuss the strange appearance of the photo in my mailbox, then I remembered she had recently asked me to stop leaving her voicemails unless there was an absolute emergency. Who else could I call? My mother and I hadn’t spoken in a year.

Her phone rang three times, and I was surprised when she picked up. I said hello, but I was met with silence.

Who is this? she said at last.

Her voice was curt and sharp, as if she were talking to a telemarketer. It was clear she hadn’t recognized my voice.

It’s your son, I said.

Matthias? she said.

It’s me, Dan.

Oh. Okay.

. . .

In her fragile, halting Midwestern accent, she said she hoped I was calling because I had good news or something positive to share. Without delay, I asked if she or my father had sent me a photo of my youngest brother in the mail.

He must be eight or nine years old, I said. The best years of his life.

She and my father were too busy getting their house ready to send anything in the mail, she said. Getting ready for what, she did not specify, and before she could go on about the status of their house preparations, I asked if she remembered the photo of my brother dressed up as a detective and she said no, she didn’t think so, but I sensed an opening, a door left ajar, and I suggested we retrace our steps. Could we go back to the night my youngest brother died, the night he was in the hospital hooked up to the machines, suspended between life and death? After all, she had never told me what had happened in any detail, and I wanted to know what she remembered.

. . .

I suppose there is one thing I haven’t thought about in a long time, she admitted.

And I wasn’t sure what prompted this divulgence after all these years, if she had forgotten whom she was talking to, Dan Moran, the metaphysical investigator, the one who takes their suffering, ruminates, and writes. She plowed ahead without thinking of the consequences and described to me the way she had held my youngest brother’s hand at the hospital that night, how his hand felt surprisingly small, shrunken and soft, less like a human hand and more like a withered red apple.

Although she was known in our family as the most forgetful person on the planet, my mother was now describing with perfect recall how a nurse kept coming into the room to see if she or my father needed coffee or water. My mother said she didn’t want any coffee or water because that would mean she’d have to let go of my brother’s withered red apple, which she clasped firmly between her own hands. She strained her voice to pray and begged God to bring my brother back to life, any kind of life, it just needed to be a life, life, alive, living. My father insisted she drink some water, and when she let go of my brother’s hand to accept a paper cone from the nurse, she noticed there was a black smudge on her palm. Wondering where it came from, she looked again at my brother’s hand and realized he had written something on his fingers in black marker. Index, middle, and ring.

It was strange, she was saying to me now on the phone.

As she examined his hand more closely, although some of the letters were smudged, she could make out the names of three women.

Three women, she said to me on the phone. He had written the names of three women on his hand.

What names? I asked. Whose names?

Why was she telling me this only now?

It was a long time ago, she said. I think one of the names could have been mine, but I might be wrong. I’ve blocked the others out.

. . .

Could there have been a Beth? she said. Is that possible? Was there a Beth in his life?

There’s always a Beth, I said calmly, rationally.

Listen honey, why don’t you call your brother Matthias? she said.

When she said the phrase your brother Matthias my skin froze, her voice was a wind blowing down the sides of an ice mountain.

Don’t you want to talk with Matthias? she said.

Matthias, I thought, the one who’s still alive.

I don’t want to talk with Matthias, I said.

I was upset.

She’s upset!! I could hear my mother whisper to someone, probably my father.

I didn’t bother to correct her. My head was already spinning all kinds of stories. The three names started to take possession of my brain. The three names in black marker on his fingers, three exactly, three the magical number of fairy tales from long, long ago, and all of it began with three orphans from Korea, my youngest brother, the middle one, and me.

If I had seen three names of women smudged on his fingers, I would’ve been haunted by them for the rest of my life, whereas my mother initially withheld from me what she had seen and then she set it aside, five years went by, and she let the image go, she dissolved it, she allowed something better to replace it because she wanted it to be over, she wanted to be done with it. She wanted to throw my brother’s withered red apple into the trash or compost it with the worms and the dirt and the grass and the hay.

But it wasn’t over.

A suicide is never over.

That’s what my mentor Thomas Bernhard had said.

Years ago when I told him during office hours I had solved the mystery of my brother’s suicide, he stared at a spot above my head and said a suicide is never over. Suicide is continuous, he warned me. Your brother’s suicide is a small river that flows into a big river. Suicide is a river that will never dry up. And now I will tell you a joke, Thomas Bernhard said. He told me a joke, I remembered, but I didn’t remember it.

If a mind can keep thinking, it will ruminate, reanimate, and bring back the same old story, adding new angles, fresh diversions, complexities, intrigues, etc. That’s what the mind does, Thomas Bernhard said: it drives one mad until one is swaddled in bandages of solitude.

That’s not me, I said to no one. My mind was as clear and cold as the rivers of suicide Thomas Bernhard once described for me.

Do you remember that café you used to work at when you were in high school? I heard my mother saying. The owner has been helping us get ready.

Get ready for what, exactly? I said.

My mother hesitated, then said she and my father were hosting a get-together with relatives on the fifth anniversary of my youngest brother’s death.

We weren’t sure if you would want to come. You must have other plans, she said. It’s just a memorial dinner, that’s all. It’s okay if you can’t attend.

I had already marked the date itself in my Google Calendar under events: SEPT 28 my youngest brother’s suicide. I was free the rest of the day. She said she didn’t want to put any pressure on me to attend the dinner, as she assumed I was busy working almost a thousand miles away in Brooklyn. She must have forgotten how helpful it could be to have a metaphysical investigator and writer hanging around the scene, asking questions, searching for clues, and amassing them into great big balls of theories and hypotheses regarding the taking of one’s own life without warning, it must’ve slipped my parents’ minds, they had other things to think about, whereas, until I transitioned, all I had was my brother’s suicide, in fact, my brother’s suicide was the main source of my life material. If I didn’t have his suicide—and not just any plain old suicide but the tragic suicide of a Korean adoptee—what exactly did I have?

. . .

Are you listening, _________? I said your father wants to talk with you, my mother said.

I heard muffled voices, then she must have handed my father the phone because his voice exclaimed that I was upsetting my mother, I was retraumatizing her with my questions, and I should talk to Matthias if I wanted to take a stroll down memory lane. He said if my brother wasn’t available to talk, I should go through my high school yearbook, flip it open to a random page, close my eyes, and point at a person to reach out to on LinkedIn. Before I could ask him about the photo that had appeared in my mailbox, I heard him promise he would pray for me, he would pray for me to find a new cause, a new obsession and devotion, maybe even God himself. Could I look around and find God? He hung up.

Whenever my parents asked if I could find God, I pictured my mother walking around the house, calling out, Yoo-hoo, God, where are you? Dinner’s almost ready!! If I had to be obsessed with someone or something, why couldn’t it be God? What was wrong with God, after all he had done for me and my orphan brothers? Now, when I closed my eyes and tried to look around and find God, all I could see were the smudges on my youngest brother’s fingers in black marker. The three names. Blurred, fuzzy black caterpillar squiggles trembling, coming back to life, yes, back to life, life can be so beautiful, I could hear my mother at the hospital saying to no one, life is always worth living, didn’t he know that? Why didn’t he know that? And as the black caterpillars threatened to overtake my tranquility, here I was on the threshold, about to go back to look into the matter, about to get sucked into the past, which was at odds with the forward momentum of my transition, ruminating on the mystery of how and why the names ended up where they did.

I halted my preparations to teach the troubled youth, and I began to pack my carry-on suitcase with my necessary writing materials. We weren’t sure if you would want to come. You must have other plans. And although it might have been a grave error to return to the ones who refused to acknowledge who and what I had transformed myself into, against my better judgment, on September 25, I purchased a plane ticket to Milwaukee.

I folded the envelope with the photo and tucked it into my carry-on suitcase. And then it occurred to me: the envelope was addressed to my deadname. Whoever had sent it was a person of interest from my past; they didn’t want to let it go.
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On the night of September 26, the plane landed. As the Uber approached my childhood home in the suburbs of Milwaukee, I called the chair of the English department at the private arts college to tell him I would be unavailable to teach my troubled youth for at least a week, as I had decided to take time off to attend the memorial dinner of my youngest brother’s death. Let the youth teach one another was one of my teaching strategies, thanks to Thomas Bernhard. Although it was ten at night, eleven the chair’s time, I left a simple voicemail explanation for the chair: I’ve gone back to hell for a while, I explained, perhaps he would appreciate the heads-up.

While at my childhood home for the memorial dinner, my plan was to work on my manuscript in progress. I would utilize my parents’ house as my private writing residency, since the refrigerator would be stocked, meals would be prepared by my mother and her sisters, and I’d have my childhood bedroom all to myself; I could work without distraction on my manuscript in progress, my character study. It was a psychological thriller. I was writing my psychological thriller in my head the way my mentor Thomas Bernhard had taught me, all I had to do was sit at a desk, preferably the desk in my childhood bedroom, drink coffee, enter a state of mental tranquility, and write it down. Thomas Bernhard said you must write the story in your head before you put down a single word, if you start off with the wrong sentence, the wrong syntax, the wrong silence, the entire foundation will crumble later on. Thomas Bernhard said writing isn’t writing, writing is playing the piano; that’s how literature is made. So far I had twelve pages.

Is there anyone else you could talk to about what you’re going through right now? I could hear my Korean adoptee therapist Tina asking me while taking tiny delicate sips of herbal tea out of a ceramic mug.

No, Tina, unfortunately not, I said to no one.

There’s not one other person you could talk to? If you really try to think about it for a while?

Of course I had numerous contacts in my phone, such as Marco Weed and Jan Plumber, but even after I had become an instructor and mentor of numerous troubled youth at the private arts college in Brooklyn, all of whom were at least ten percent more depressed and suicidal than I was but eighty percent wealthier and better dressed, even after I was welcomed with open arms into a burgeoning intellectual and seemingly philosophical contemporary literature and adjunct-teaching scene and culture, I did not have many friends or people to talk to, not one real friend, I thought sadly as I stepped out of the Uber and dragged my carry-on suitcase down the curving driveway toward the side entrance where I could enter the house unobserved, my preferred status in life: unobserved, not-there, no, nothing. My parents had installed around the perimeter of the house a metal latticework gate in an Oriental style. Horrified, I unlatched it and peered into the mudroom window of my childhood home hoping to catch a glimpse of who was inside, hoping to see a friendly face, although I wasn’t sure who that would be.

You must have friends, I heard my Korean adoptee therapist Tina say, besides Jan Plumber and Marco Weed. You know, real friends, not people who do things for you or sell you stuff. Friendship has been a form of poison to me, I thought as I tried to picture my friends, especially my writer friends. I kept trying to picture them, my writer friends from the contemporary literature and adjunct scene in Brooklyn. No, the writer friends I pictured only reminded me of the palpable anxiety and awkwardness I felt whenever I interacted with them. Years ago at a literary reading, I overheard a writer friend say to another writer friend: _________ Moran is the most anxious person I have ever met. The other writer friend agreed immediately. Perhaps part of the problem was I had surrounded myself with the fiction writers instead of the poets. I had chosen the wrong world to immerse myself in; the poets were nightclub docents of mourning and melancholia and the fiction writers were real estate agents. No, I don’t think I have one real writer friend who’s alive, all of the writer friends I can confide in are dead writers, my true friends, the physically dead ones who go on living in my brain, after all, it’s easier to be friends with a dead writer because they’re no longer striving toward anything, they’re dead, those are the only ones who are important to me, the non-strivers, besides Thomas Bernhard, who’s obviously still alive, but he’s not a writer friend per se, he would be horrified to be thought of as a writer or as a friend.

I approached the side entrance of my parents’ house, more than three thousand square feet of airless, sunless rooms more suitable for a morgue, if the morgue were a house located on a dead-end street at the bottom of a tree-shaded hill with a stone castle motif, a barn turret, a decorative wagon wheel, leaf-choked gutters, backed-up pipes clogged with dead skin, hair, little black-green caviar blobs of life material, a small corporate-looking fountain made of steel and concrete that was shut off its first winter and never restored to its full-on foam-spouting capabilities, a citadel of suburban Midwestern taste and Catholicism with an Oriental gate, once filled with the laughter and tears of three orphans from Korea, mostly tears, mostly mine because of unpredictable hormonal imbalances and ailments. Your orphans are adorable, I once overheard one of our neighbors say in a singsong voice to my mother. If I had actual musical talent, that’s what I would’ve titled my debut album of contemporary pop piano music, Your Orphans Are Adorable, unfortunately I had no musical talent except humming. I was very good at humming, especially whenever my troubled youth at the private arts college in Brooklyn became silent, whenever there was an uncomfortable silence. And there were so many over the span of three hours sitting in a classroom, how could there not be, so I would turn to my humming talents to break the silence, preferably humming something simple by Aphex Twin or Bach or Dvořák. At the beginning of the semester, a student had complained about the way I tended to hum uncontrollably and for much longer than they would have liked to listen to. It led to an encounter with the chair of the English department. I really want to like you, Dan, he told me in the hallway a week ago. But I don’t think I can hire you again. This is your last semester.

It must’ve rained earlier that night because when the trees trembled, raindrops slid off a thousand leaves and frisked my shoulders. I watched my carry-on suitcase roll of its own volition down the sloping pathway past the side entrance. I followed it to the firepit in the backyard where my middle brother Matthias would hide from my parents and smoke weed. Someone had left a coat draped on the back of a canvas chair. I half expected to see Matthias sitting there and I shuddered. It had been years since we had seen each other. Would he call me by my name? Would he acknowledge me as a man? A normal man wouldn’t worry about these matters, I said to no one, a normal man would expect to be greeted and acknowledged as a man. The rain-soaked leaves were shaking and the outline of a person emerged from them. It was a man, but it was not my middle brother. He aimed his phone at me, a spotlight on my face as if I were standing on a stage about to deliver a dramatic monologue.

What the fuck? he said. Is that _________ Moran? After all these years?
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My deadname shocked me back into the present. My old name, my former name was my deadname but it wasn’t dead, it would be animated and brought back to life by the people I no longer knew, or the ones who missed my mass email announcement regarding my new name and pronouns, or the ones who chose to utterly ignore my mass email announcement in favor of preserving a version of me they might find more socially palatable. My parents, for example. Perhaps there was a small continent who thought of me, perhaps dreamed of and had nightmares of me, as _________ Moran. Good old _________ Moran who as a figure of people’s imaginations, experiences, and memories, would never die. I told the man my new name in an authoritative voice as if it were a command, not a name.

But I’ve thought of you as THE _________ Moran for almost forty years, he said as he fumbled with his phone.

He shut off the flashlight. Why THE _________ Moran, I wondered, were there other ones I didn’t know about? The man who was possibly a cousin or an uncle, I wasn’t sure which, now sat across from me. For reasons I didn’t want to ruminate on, I had inadvertently avoided my family’s eyes and faces for years. He didn’t say anything about my physical appearance even though I was hoping, praying he would remark upon my physical appearance and how he no longer recognized me, how I had transformed myself into a completely new person.

Don’t you remember me, your uncle Karl? he said. The last time I saw you in person, you were a little girl.

Perhaps it was because we were sitting in the darkness, I speculated, perhaps that was why he didn’t say anything about my physical appearance.

I know what you’re doing out here, he said. You wanted some privacy, like me, so you could smoke in peace.

He took out a vape from his coat and encouraged me to sit down. I plopped onto the canvas chair and a pool of rain splashed my butt, soaking my pants.

So tell me, he said, what are you really doing back in Milwaukee?

What do you mean? I’m here to attend my youngest brother’s memorial dinner.

I didn’t say anything about my investigation or my private writing residency. It was too soon. I had twelve pages and hardly any clues, nothing to amass into great big balls of theories and hypotheses.

It’s surprising, that’s all, Uncle Karl said. Your parents said they didn’t know if you’d come. I’m surprised you decided to turn up. Not that I’ve been around much, either, to be honest.

He laughed. The way he had said decided to turn up sounded sarcastic, as if I just happened to be in the area and was dropping in on the festivities casually. I wanted to remind Uncle Karl that five years ago I was the one who had offered my parents emotional and physical support, unlike my brother Matthias, who had refused to come home; certainly I should get some spiritual credit.

What have you been doing all these years? he said.

I’ve been in and out, I said. In and out of phases of total mental darkness and destruction.

Oh yeah, your parents said you went to grad school.

That’s right.

And you turned yourself into a writer, he said. Your book is about your family’s tragedy. I didn’t read it. Sorry about that.

It’s better you didn’t.

He said he saw my book on the corner of the street once in Chicago. Someone had left it out in the open in the middle of the street with car after car swerving around it. It was as if someone had flung it to the ground and left it there. He picked it up, examined it, recognized my name, then put it back in the middle of the street. He relayed the sighting to my mother, how he had spotted my book in the middle of the street, and she started sniffling, perhaps her allergies have been acting up, I thought, but the good news, he said, the exciting news, was my parents were moving forward with their lives, literally and metaphorically. I wasn’t sure what he meant by that.

They’re in the process of buying a new house and selling this one, he said.

No one told me, I said.

No one told me they were fleeing from my childhood home. After all these years. Ideally, they would buy the new house and keep my childhood home as a storage unit. I wondered how their plans would affect my writing residency. Would I still have access to my childhood bedroom? Had they already disposed of my childhood desk and chair? If I don’t have the necessary materials and perfect conditions to write, I thought, I will never be able to write anything!!

Maybe they wanted to surprise you with the good news. I assume you’ve moved on as well, he said.

The dead won’t leave us alone, I said to Uncle Karl, they leave behind a residue of clues that can lead us to nothing and other times to a greater place of understanding, those gleaming, gruesome shining jewels, and we refuse to leave the clues alone.

He nodded and asked if I had been in contact with my brother, the one who was still alive. He said Matthias had been working diligently on his speech for months.

His speech? I said.

I was astonished. I had never known Matthias to dedicate himself to any literary pursuit.

What speech? I said. Who invited him to give a speech?

Uncle Karl said that my middle brother was one of the featured speakers of my youngest brother’s memorial dinner. According to my mother, Matthias had set aside at least a few hours on nights and weekends for the preparation of his speech.

Not sure he’ll able to top last year’s speech, though, he said.

Last year’s speech?

I wondered what he was referring to.

When I heard the name Matthias, my mind flashed to his face and how he was a Korean like me, like my youngest brother, none of us biologically related. My genes had nothing to do with his face, my genes had nothing to do with the fact that Matthias had never bothered to open the envelope and read the document my youngest brother wrote moments, seconds, even, before he took his own life. Whereas I was the one most eager to read my youngest brother’s suicide letter, and had philosophically absorbed its contents as soon as I clicked the document icon on his laptop, monstrously swept clean of all relevant information, Matthias hadn’t even bothered to look at the version my parents printed out and sent to him in Los Angeles via priority mail. He kept the letter stuffed at the back of a junk drawer in his kitchen.

Perhaps by now, five years post-suicide, it had been recycled.

I only knew my brother Matthias never bothered to read my youngest brother’s suicide letter because his wife, beautiful, outgoing, and naturally maternal, had traveled thousands of miles to my parents’ house after my youngest brother’s funeral to explain in person why Matthias couldn’t be there and to offer her condolences.
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