
  
    
      Praise for Silent Scream

      

      “Alex is at it again! This fun, riveting Armchair Anthropologist sequel is even better than the first! This time, the setting is Norway, with ample and sometimes hilarious gestures to Nordic Noir. Varzi’s writing is sharp, funny, and filled with brilliant observations about neurological difference, cultural patterns, and the timeless human passions that fuel artistic creativity. Varzi invites us into the lively and curious imagination of her main character, expanding our minds along with her every step and blunder.”

      — Sherine F. Hamdy, Professor, Department of Anthropology, University of California, Irvine

      

      “Roxanne Varzi’s latest Anthropology Whodunnit combines theoretical sophistication and ethnographic sensitivity with sublime storytelling skills. The outcome is the most erudite mystery novel since Eco’s “In the Name of the Rose.” Reading Varzi’s thrilling new mystery almost makes me wish for more murders in Oslo.”

      — Thorgeir Kolshus, Head of Department, Department of Social Anthropology, University of Oslo, Norway

      

      “I always look forward to seeing a new mystery novel from Dr Varzi. I love how her mind works!”

      — Dr. Fernette Eide, neurologist and co-author of the Dyslexic Advantage

      

      “Ingenious, intriguing and atmospheric.” 

      — Olga Wojta, author of the Miss Blaine’s Perfect mystery series.

      

      Praise for Death in a Nutshell

      

      “A very unique story .... while you are reading a story about a murder, the author is also educating the reader in between chapters with her Field Notes. ” 

      — Cozy Mystery Book Review

      

      More than a breezy murder mystery – a real page-turner. Varzi tackles the history of visual anthropology and photography, the ethics of war photojournalism, paleontology, the use of dioramas – all the while keeping up the suspense.

      — Camp Anthropology

      

      Praise for Warring Souls

      

      Inside and outside the pulse of war in Iran, close up and far away, Roxanne Varzi weaves her spell; two parts anthropology, one part poetry and film theory, three parts a soaring imagination and a big heart. A tour de force.

      — Michael Taussig, Columbia University

      

      How to study culture on a national scale, and present the results effectively, have long bedeviled anthropologists…no small achievement.

      — Patricia J. Higgins, American Anthropologist

      

      A multi-dimensional picture of Iranian youth. In playing the role of observer, participant and academic, Varzi reveals the psychological, philosophical and political facets of the crisis, thereby setting the stage for comprehensive reform.

      — Rose Carmen Goldberg, Journal of International Affairs

      

      [A]n extraordinary book written on many levels by an anthropologist who acts sometimes as a psychologist and sometimes as a sociologist. And when the described reality sounds too harsh for the reader, she balances it with a poetic prose narration.

      — Peter Chelkowski, NYU

      

      This painstaking study of an emergent Islamic secularism struggling to grow in the space between wars has a terrible poignancy at the present time.

      — Vron Ware,  Signs

      

      Praise for Last Scene Underground

      

      Literary romance and ethnography are joined in perfect dialogue in Last Scene Underground. Roxanne Varzi has written a rare, powerful book that is both a whirlwind story of how it feels to be young and idealistic during the time of the Green Movement, and a pointed reckoning with the state of censorship in Iran today.

      — Nahid Rachlin, author of Persian Girls

      

      This beautifully written book captures the predicament of every Iranian artist who is conflicted between one’s own creative imagination, personal and social responsibilities, and political reality.

      — Shirin Neshat, Artist

      

      Amazing and wonderful! Roxanne Varzi brings together her own Iranian heritage, excellent ethnographic research, and deep insights—all in a gripping read.

      — Mary Elaine Hegland, author of Days of Revolution: Political Unrest in an Iranian Village

      

      Writing with an inspiring combination of creativity and criticality, Roxanne Varzi has crafted an exceptionally memorable portrait of Iran, bringing both Tehran and its young people to life.

      — John L. Jackson, Jr., Provost, University of Pennsylvania

      

      This surfeit is what remains after an ethnographer has paid dues to the science of empirical social knowledge. What is left is not quite hard data, but nonetheless an invaluable remainder of insight, affect, conversation, and emotion; an entire sensorium, which even if the ethnographer wants to, will not let her go.

      — Ather Zia, 3:AM Magazine
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        For Rumi, who will always be his own character.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The world is not what it pretends to be. All intellectual activity is fundamentally about exploring what is hidden out there, beneath the treacherous and distorting surface.

        Thomas Hylland Eriksen

      

      

      

      
        
        And if detective stories are escape literature, and why shouldn't they be, the reader can escape to sunny skies and blue water as well as to crime in the confines of an armchair.

        Agatha Christie, Death on the Nile
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Killer Rhythm

          

        

      

    

    
      Bobbing headsets flickering red, green, and blue lights illuminated Kulturkirken Jakob’s silent disco night like a holiday show gone wild. The DJ at the green turntable spinning EDM dominated the disco, followed by red lights blinking to house music, and blue lights blissing out to Abba and Cher. Sporadically a stray out of tune A cappella voice bounced off the walls as dancers slammed into each other, swinging hips, shimmying shoulders and throwing arms up in the air.

      Alex slipped off her headphones and savored the sensation of standing still in the silence while the crowd continued to dance away. She studied the dancers, trying to sense the beat. Was rhythm to be heard to sense, or could you, Feel it in the air? She wondered, humming, Rhythm is a Dancer, it’s a sole companion…

      She replaced her headset and set her channel to blue. A man changed channels each time Alex did: green to blue, blue to red, back to green. She smiled at him from a distance as they slipped into a shared rhythm. Another man, flashing green, shimmied up to Alex despite her blue light. They danced together in clashing beats. Sweat wet his brow and curly brown hair. He wiped his long bangs from his forehead with the back of his hand, and she recognized him from her first Silent Singles event -- the Silent Read, at the library, where sitting across from one another, they periodically peeked up at each other from behind their books, communing in silence, careful not to break the rules. Tonight, the other Silent Singles club members were out of sight and would be none the wiser if these two slipped off their headsets to speak. Talking was a titillating possibility. Alex bit her lip and moved in closer. Her face was at his chest. She could feel the heat rising off his body; smell his spicy aftershave, whisper and be heard. She slipped off her headphones just as he slipped away.

      “Hey, Hei,” she called after him in English and Norwegian, her voice swallowed by the unselfconscious din of out-of-tune Eurovision karaoke on steroids.

      She struggled after him through a seabed of swaying limbs and emerged unscathed and alone at the deserted knave of the church where the buzzing beat of heavy breathing and stomping feet receded. He was gone. Had slipping out not been an invitation to follow? Why play hide and seek?

      She looked around: four walls and no doors. Only ghosts slip through walls, she shivered. She wiped her fogged tortoise glasses on her sweaty t-shirt, put them on and spotted a stairwell: admissible, or forbidden? Forgivable. She ventured down the stairs, nearly knocking her head on a low hanging beam.

      “Hello?” she called out. Was this a game?

      An open door led to a musty, empty coat room filled with dripping raincoats and wet umbrellas. She brushed her hand along the moist coats. They swung lightly from the racks unencumbered by heavy bodies. Another door, to the right of the stairwell, led to a bathroom. A New Yorker never passed up an empty restroom. She slipped in and re-applied her new Perfect Plum Pout lipstick – a splurge on her student budget, but too perfect a contrast to her auburn hair to pass-up. She wiped her glasses again and applied a fresh layer of blue mascara to her tired hazel eyes. The warm glow of mood lighting accentuated her ethnic ambiguity, gifted by her possibly Asian father.

      Alex left the ladies’ room and peeked into the men’s room. No sign of her mystery man. No sign of anyone.

      She returned upstairs and to the back of the church. The low lighting lent a warm tenor to the silence, enveloping her in a comfortable cozy feeling the Norwegians called koselig.

      A dark mural of the nativity, barely perceptible in the low light, hung above a half-circle of empty kneelers. Alex was not religious but practiced both a respect for all belief and an innate call to participant observation. She kneeled, imagining a lingering scent of incense.

      Baby Jesus at a disco. Eder er i dag en frelser født – Alex’s translation app spat out: Today is unto you a savior born. Mary pinched her baby’s blanket by the corner like a filthy object, as if she were revealing something unsavory. Alex typed her fieldnotes: Savior, savory. Her newborn child. She should be holding him, cuddling him and cooing. Alex was an anthropologist, and Oslo was her field.

      A hush slipped through the church between songs like a lost prayer. The next song began reanimating the distant figures. Stray voices bounced off unaffected walls. Alex slipped her headphones back on and heard Ane Brun’s Take Hold of Me. She stood to rejoin the party; she loved Ane Brun whom she saw perform at the Oslo Opera House. Ane’s long, lovely arms whirled about her like a windmill wrapped in red chiffon. Her bright red satin lips summoned spirits with song. Alex touched her lips, My lipstick!

      She rushed down the stairs to the bathroom, colliding headlong into a tall, handsome stranger. He wore a black knit hat and sported an indigo tattoo on his right arm. The tattoo was his least distinctive feature.

      “Sorry,” Alex apologized.

      “Why?” His smile was broad and forgiving. His singsong Norwegian English made a statement sound like a question, and sad news sound happy.

      “Why?” Alex asked.

      A low, urgent grunting came from the basement.

      "They found a nicer way to communicate," he winked at her. He had long blond lashes and barely perceptible freckles. She blushed and covered her ears with her headphones.

      He leaned in, lifted her headphone and whispered, “Anders.” The scruff on his cheek brushed hers and awakened an unexpected tingle of pleasure.

      “Alex,” she breathed.

      “Let’s go, Alex.” Anders took her hand as Pump up the Jam came on the blue station.

      Alex bounced back to the dance floor with Anders. He spun her, dipped her and returned her to his arms. She tried but failed to read his tattoo. Reading was not her strong suit.

      The next song came on and Alex yanked off her headset.

      “What is it?" Anders asked, removing his headset.

      “Earworm,” Alex answered.

      “Let’s get some air. There’s a smoking exit downstairs. Pleasant view of the river,” he said and gently took her headset.

      “Yeah,” Alex agreed.

      

      “What happened to the lights?” Alex asked at the darkened stairwell.

      “It’s a timer?” Anders suggested.

      He placed his hands on her shoulders and guided her down the dark stairs, a careful step at a time. Years of midnight bathroom trips without her glasses meant she could feel her way blindfolded anywhere. While she did not need Anders to guide her -- she wanted him to.

      As her foot landed on the last stair, she felt a finger brush her ankle. She jumped back and screamed. Anders caught her from falling over the body slumped across the bottom of the stairs.

      Alex flashed her phone light and Anders squatted down next to the man and asked if he was hurt.

      “He must have hit his head on the beam. I came close earlier,” Alex said.

      “Out cold,” Anders said.

      “He grabbed my foot,” Alex said.

      “Or you brushed his hand,” Anders suggested. He took the man’s wrist in his hand. “Pulse is weak. Call—” Anders started.

      “Calling the paramedics,” a man said as he ran down the stairs. “I’m the night manager. We, I heard a scream.”

      “I’m a doctor,” a woman following him said. She was buttoning up her shirt.

      “That was fast,” Alex remarked.

      The doctor ignored Alex and addressed Anders in Norwegian. She came alongside the man and took his wrist. She tilted her head to listen for life.

      “He’s most likely drunk,” the night manager chimed in.

      “His breathing is rapid,” the doctor grimaced as she placed her head on his cheek.

      “Yet, he’s so still. Still breathing?” Alex asked.

      “Yes. I suggest you do the same,” the woman said curtly. “Loud breathing is a sign of panic.”

      Anders rubbed Alex’s hand, “In and out.” He demonstrated a deep breath. “It’s OK, we Norwegians like our drink, nothing to freak out about. He’ll be fine. Follow my breath.” He held her gaze and demonstrated a slow breath. “You have pretty eyes,” he stated.

      Alex held his gaze as they breathed together, wondering if Anders was a yoga instructor, or if all Norwegians were champion breathers – due to icy water dips once a year? She heard it was a new year’s ritual. Her mind was racing. 

      

      “Let’s turn him,” the doctor directed Anders, in English, otherwise ignoring Alex. “On my count,” she said. “One, two, three.” They flipped him, and the doctor pulled off his wool cap.

      Alex gasped.

      “What is it?” Anders asked Alex. He lightly touched her hand.

      “We are in a group together. I. We. I saw him earlier,” Alex said, He danced in my direction and disappeared … Alex studied him and said, “He was leaving and changed his mind -- or was he stopped?”

      “Stopped?” The woman asked, pronouncing a sharp T at the end of the word.

      “One arm is sleeveless. He was putting on his coat to leave when … someone or something interrupted him,” Alex suggested.

      “And did what?” The night manager absently wiped lipstick from his cheek. Alex noted it was the same bright pink color as the doctor’s smudged lipstick. She wore a wedding band; he did not.

      “Knocked him to the ground,” Anders answered.

      “Or an epileptic episode,” the doctor inferred. Her headphones hung around her neck like a stethoscope. “I’m going to meet the paramedics,” she said standing.

      “I’ll make sure they know where to come,” the manager said, and scurried off after her.

      “I thought you were here alone,” Anders looked up at Alex.

      “I was. I am,” Alex stuttered, “We attend events together, in silence.”

      “Why?” Anders asked.

      “Why?” Alex asked, kneeling next to him.

      “Why silence?”

      “Not sure. We never spoke.”

      “Right,” Anders replied. He put his cheek to the man’s cheek.

      “I thought it would be an easy way to make friends without speaking Norwegian.”

      “Everyone in Oslo speaks English,” Anders pointed out. “We learn it in high school.”

      “It’s less the language barrier, and more the social barrier. You find friend groups in kindergarten and stick together. I mean … language is important,” Alex blurted impulsively.

      “I spoke with you,” Anders reminded her.

      “I shouldn’t generalize. I didn’t mean to offend... It’s been … I did try to learn Norwegian. Ask the passive-aggressive green owl. Duo hates me. I’m not great at languages. Sorry, I get verbose when I’m nervous.”

      “It’s OK. There’s no reason to be nervous,” Anders said gently, “He’s just drunk or something. You’ve never seen a drunk man?” Anders laughed.

      “Is he dead?” Alex pointed to the man whose hand suddenly fell to his side.

      “Dead? He’s unresponsive,” Ander’s assured her. He rubbed her shoulders.

      “Poor man,” Alex said, and scooched away from Anders and closer to the man. She had seen a dying man and …

      “No name?” Anders asked.

      “Not one I learned.”

      “So, you know him, but you don’t know him?” Anders asked.

      “More or less,” Alex whispered. “I should know his name. A name is the same in any language,” Alex said, her gaze off in the distance.

      “What is it?” Anders followed her gaze.

      “Nothing, the candle on the table,” she said, “I’m tempted to light it.” Candles were a Norwegian hack to instantly create hygge --coziness. The basement’s vibe was the opposite of hygge – a darkness no candle could light. Anders tried anyway.

      Alex knew he was doing everything he could to make her feel comfortable. It was the man lying unresponsive on the floor who needed comforting. Alex leaned over him and opened his jacket.

      “What are you doing?” Anders ran back and put his hand on hers to stop her.

      “Helping him breathe. He looks hot.”

      “The doctor wants him to stay warm,” Anders said, kneeling beside her, “He could be in shock.”

      Alex ignored Anders and peeled away the man’s half-worn coat. She put her hand on his heart.

      “Alex?” Anders gently touched her elbow. She held her hand firmly to the man’s chest and muttered, no not again.

      “In and out,” Anders instructed her to breathe.

      “The murderer?”

      “Murderer?” Anders said. “Not in Norway.”

      “You are aware of the overwhelmingly lucrative Nordic noir industry?” Alex asked.

      “In and out,” Anders stroked her back.

      “The killer was in and out?” Alex looked up at Anders but did not remove her hand.

      “Alex, what is it? Why do you insist someone tried to kill him, this is not the U.S,” he said.

      Alex raised her hand like lady Macbeth revealing her blood-soaked palm.

      

      The paramedics arrived and pronounced him dead at the scene, after which the police arrived and sequestered the party. They took brief witness statements and released the stream of disco goers back into the night. Everyone but Alex and Anders, who were asked to stay behind for further questioning.

      “You were in attendance, ja?” the officer asked Alex. She had taken Alex away to a quiet corner, sleekly separating her from Anders.

      “In attendance?” Alex clarified, in case something was lost in translation. Of course I was in attendance, I stumbled on the body, she wanted to shout. Was the officer asking if she was attending? As in a question she had been asked on repeat her whole life: “Are you paying attention?”

      What did it mean to attend to? Attentio, active direction of the mind. Was attention auditory, to be in audience? Was it about hearing, listening? Teachers asked whether she was listening, when they really wanted to know if she was paying attention. Will hearing without paying attention form a memory of what was heard? If a tree falls… We must listen. Hearing is not enough. Listening demands attention. Hearing does not.

      “Miss?” The officer demanded, cool as a cucumber. Unlike American cops who packed jalapeño level heat, Alex did not spot a single gun. What she did see was a police officer hug a freaked-out disco-goer, while Alex was politely invited not to leave Oslo, making her proverbial police hug more of a chokehold.

      “Enjoy Norway for now,” the officer said as she re-tied her blond ponytail.

      Alex started toward the stairs, desperate and relieved to leave, when another officer stopped her.

      “You. Come with me,” he said and took her to the door of the lady’s room.

      “You were here?” The officer asked, pointing to the bathroom, now cordoned with yellow police tape.

      “Yes, I told you in my statement,” Alex’s heart beat rapidly. Alex, who tended to overshare, had told the police her every move. “Yes, I was in the bathroom earlier, before all this.” Alex desperately wanted to curl up on the old church pew along the wall outside the lady’s room. “I sat at the kneelers. I danced. I told you.” Alex reminded her. She wished she had a paper bag to breathe into. She wished Anders were with her.

      “Come in here, please,” the officer instructed her and lifted the tape so she could duck under.

      “Explain?” The officer pointed to a primitive stick figure drawn in red crayon on the mirror.

      “It’s a petroglyph,” Alex answered like the good student she sometimes was. The Norwegian police would recognize a petroglyph when they saw one. The stick figures graced boulders and stone surfaces all over Norway. Alex once mistook one as child’s play and, to the horror of the locals, stepped on it. Norwegians did not construct iron-clad fences around their antiquities. They trusted people to act respectfully.

      “Miss?” the police coaxed her back to the task at hand.

      “There’s one in Ekeberg Park,” Alex offered. The sculpture park was a short tram ride or twenty-minute walk from Alex’s apartment. Everything in Oslo was within walking distance if you were Norwegian. Alex’s mind raced.

      “Yep,” The police officer sighed.

      “I’m not that kind of anthropologist,” Alex stammered, “I study contemporary civilization,” Alex explained. Earlier, when giving her statement, she had explained that she was in Norway conducting research for her anthropology PhD. She did not clarify what kind of anthropology, and now she was being used as an archeological expert.

      “People always confuse social cultural anthropology with archeology. I study contemporary civilization, the Anthropocene, you know, people alive now. Archeologists on the other hand, they⁠—"

      “We are studying a dead person, alive an hour ago,” the officer cut in curtly. “So, if you could please answer the question.”

      “Sorry, I missed the question.”

      “Have you seen this before?”

      “No. I can confirm I’ve never seen it.”

      “Look closer,” the officer demanded. “Do you recognize anything?”

      Alex approached the washbasin and looked into the mirror. The figure staring back at her was drawn with Alex’s new, expensive, organic Perfect Plum Pout lipstick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fieldnotes From the Frosty Fjord

          

        

      

    

    
      The anthropologist arrives, and the spirits depart. Joseph Campbell

      Do I go home and appease the spirits -- or choose a different profession?

      

      Sound: a collision of molecules. Chance: a collision of events. Anthropology: Alex on a collision course.

      

      Dear Will,

      You owe me a hundred bucks. You bet I wouldn’t leave NYC and here I am in Oslo. As you insist that we communicate via letter, and as I am limited in my ability to write, it’s either a letter to you or fieldnotes. Tonight, you win. Convincing a dyslexic to engage in a communication art so doomed to failure is quite a feat. You had me at Wordsworth: the world is, indeed, too much with us. I disagree Will a relationship doesn’t dim when lovers friends talk every day. The quotidian is integral to romantic relationships. Are we in a “relationship?” I would relish hearing your voice, about your day, every day. Every mundane detail. About the wolves and your friends (some of whom are wolves, literally and pejoratively). Tell me what you’re reading, cooking, thinking. I love the sound of your voice, the resonance of certainty, the pitch of care and concern.

      I have a race car brain with crap brakes. Coffee can slow me down, but not tonight. Not like I planned to sleep tonight, I hoped to be dictating fast and furious fieldwork notes or having fast and furious … Kit’s texting, I miss her. She’s been so busy with her new job, and I’m so busy failing

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kit

      

      
        Disco night, hello? No news = good news? Meet any new friends?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Alex

      

      
        Glowing skin, bouncy curls, big smile, cat eye liner – nice profile picture! It’s less assistant professor and more dating app – what’s up?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kit

      

      
        Evading the question won’t work. You’re hiding something, or someone. Meet anyone?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Alex

      

      
        Yup. He’s showering.

      

      

      

      

      

      Wrong answer, she’s calling.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kit

      

      
        Alex???? Answer!!! WhatsApp shows you’re online!!!

      

      

      

      

      

      Kit’s stellar at reading technology and even better at reading me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Alex

      

      
        April Fools! No man in the shower.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kit

      

      
        You’re not funny. It’s March 31st in California. How was the disco?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Alex

      

      
        Research.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kit

      

      
        As if you’re up writing fieldnotes. What big ethnographic discovery is keeping you up so late?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Alex

      

      
        …

      

      

      

      

      

      Dead body.

      She’d freak out and be on the next plane. A grown-ass woman does not need rescuing. This can’t be happening again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Adorno’s idea of music’s collective spirit -- it’s all ideology and good vibes

      

      

      

      

      

      until someone gets killed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Every sound says we.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kit

      

      
        And your “We?”

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Alex

      

      
        My wee (as in tiny) social life, or my wee (as in tiny) ethnographic life? They crashed on the dancefloor in a spectacular collision tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kit

      

      
        You collide with anyone human, drama queen?

      

      

      

      

      

      Kit is immune to distraction.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kit

      

      
        What happened to that hottie from the Silent Read?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Alex

      

      
        I saw him for a hot minute and then… I lost him.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        How’s this for a research question: can silence and sound co-exist?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kit

      

      
        How’s this for a better question: can Alex and a man co-exist? Are you sure you didn’t try to lose him?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Alex

      

      
        Not fair. He’s distancing me with his letter only rule. Talk about fear of intimacy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kit

      

      
        The Disco hottie? I thought it was a silent meet-up, you never mentioned letters.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Alex

      

      
        Will. I meant Will.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kit

      

      
        Letters are so intimate. You chose to leave Bozeman.

      

      

      

      

      

      And still, the city’s ghosts follow me…

      
        
          
            
              
        Alex

      

      
        Need Sleep. Night, Night XO

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Silent Spring

          

        

      

    

    
      A warm spring glow kissed and woke the Botanical Garden from its winter nap. Then like a cruel, cold April Fool’s Day joke, a bitter blanket of snow slammed it back to sleep. Still, tiny, tenacious sprouts of green stretched from slumbering bulbs underground and bumped along the limbs of barren trees below the dusting of snow.

      The Victorian Water Lily House yawned a puff of steam as Alex opened the door. She sneezed.

      "Hei," Liv startled her.

      “Didn’t hear you,” Alex said. Liv listened to music while she worked. The louder, the better.

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Liv said.

      “Can’t see anything else.” Alex wiped her fogged-up glasses on her wet puffer jacket, which did not help.

      Liv handed her a tissue. “Sit,” Liv said. “Warm-up.”

      Alex met Liv, a botanist at the University Botanical Gardens, on her first day at the gardens when she stumbled into the Lily House looking for a place to warm-up and found Liv at work on her lily project. They fell into a daily teatime, when Alex took a break from her recording project and Liv from her Lilies. Liv was Alex’s sole Norwegian friend, but not, Liv insisted, Alex’s “native informant,” as she was not a “typical” Norwegian due to five years living and working in London’s Kew Gardens. She had a posh London accent, a sleek black bob (dyed) and an ever-so-slightly different outlook on life from the “average Norwegian.” Trained in anthropology, Alex would not posit the existence of an “average Norwegian.”

      “It’s beautiful outside. A winter wonderland,” Alex marveled.

      “Nature’s little April Fools’ prank is not amusing for those of us she has tortured all winter,” Liv stated.

      “It charms things to life. I half expected Ibsen’s statue to shrug the snow dusting off his bronze shoulders and strut about,” Alex said.

      Liv chortled. “You missed the freezing cold part of the year when days are as short as a coffee break.”

      “Come on, tell me you don’t love the pigeon tracks, or the fluffy white line along the tram cable or the little mound of snow on a trashcan lid.”

      “Snow’s perfect symmetry does not excuse its excess. It has overstayed its welcome,” Liv said with finality. “Never mind the snow. How was your night out? Death at the disco?” Liv poured tea from her thermos and handed a cup to Alex.

      “You’ve heard?” Alex was disappointed. She wanted to break the big news. Liv told exceptional stories of finding venomous spiders curled up in prize roses at Kew Gardens, finding love in a first kiss atop a glacier under the Northern lights; finding peace, kayaking among icebergs. Alex’s Oslo life was long walks recording sound, and long hot showers to warm-up after -- nothing to write home about. She finally had a story to tell Liv, and someone had beat her to it.

      “Who told you?” Alex asked.

      “Word gets around,” Liv said. “Oslo’s a village.”

      “Were Botanical Garden folks there?” Alex asked. She hadn’t recognized anyone.

      “No, my neighbor’s daughter’s friend broke the news to the whole neighborhood.”

      “How is this such big news? Aren’t people always getting offed in Oslo?” Alex quipped. Offed in Oslo, great title for her ethnography, thought Alex.

      “Ha, ha,” Liv said. “Oslo is the safest Noir scene in the world.” Liv was a fan of Jo Nesbo’s thrillers and took the occasional meal at Schroeder’s Restaurant where a table was dedicated to Nesbo’s fictional detective, Harry Hole. Alex called Nesbo’s writing “too violent” -- an accusation Liv took personally. Nesbo was a Norwegian national treasure.

      “You heard about the prehistoric symbol on the bathroom mirror?” Alex asked.

      “Symbol?” Liv asked. She shook off her lab coat and sat down next to Alex. Liv rarely broke from work to chat. In this she was a hundred percent Norwegian. “What kind?”

      “No idea, but drumroll: it was drawn with my lipstick.”

      “What?” She inched away. “You lent the killer your lipstick?” Liv asked. “You met the killer?”

      “No! I was alone. I left my lipstick on the sink in the bathroom and--”

      “Inconvenient,” Liv said.

      “Exactly how the police put it. You’re more Norwegian than you think. American police would not find this inconvenient,” Alex said.

      “No?”

      They’d find it suspicious, thought Alex. Inconvenient was an understatement.

      “How did they know it was your lipstick?” Liv asked, setting down her thermos to pull off her heavy wool sweater. Beads of sweat dotted her forehead. The greenhouse felt hotter than usual.

      “I told them in my statement. I left my lipstick behind in the bathroom. I was going back downstairs to retrieve it, when,” Alex skipped over meeting Anders, “I got distracted.”

      “Of course you did.” Liv said and poured Alex more tea. “Alex, you may have met the killer in the bathroom. Did you see anyone?”

      “No. The police also asked -- they kept my lipstick.”

      “Did you want it back?” Liv made a sour face.

      “No. But …I don’t know, I would have liked to chuck it in the trash myself. It’s intimate –it touched my lips.”

      “It’s evidence in a crime. Yeah.” Liv sucked in a sharp breath as Norwegians did when they drew a conclusion. “Strange. And the killer touched it. Your DNA and the murderer’s,” Liv sipped her tea. She was pensive, which was not unusual in a Norwegian conversation, but not with Liv. “Are you a suspect?” Liv asked carefully.

      “What? They can’t think--” Alex started.

      “Well, I mean, aren’t you? Having been there. And …your lipstick. And, yeah, weird.” Liv sucked in air, a sign the matter was settled. She set down her teacup, picked up her lily pad rehabilitation kit and stood to leave.

      Alex put her head between her knees.

      “Alex?” Liv asked.

      “The heat is making me woozy. I was up all night. Need a minute…” The moldy scent of stagnation, and the realization of her new reality made her nauseous.

      “I’m sorry, I did not mean to suggest you’re a suspect, but it must have occurred to you. Surely, they’re keeping an eye on you.”

      “They didn’t say,” Alex answered.

      “I’ll be next door if anyone comes,” Liv said and left.

      “Why would anyone—” Alex started, but Liv was gone. She laid down across the wooden bench and fell asleep.

      
      Alex woke to a rapid knock on the door. She sat-up confused, drenched in sweat and unsure where she was.

      “Liv?” Alex called over the loud music.

      When Liv didn’t respond, Alex went to answer the door, expecting the usual harried mother looking for a lost child. She was instead met by two police officers. She impulsively shut the door and just as quickly opened it.

      “Sorry, I…” Alex stammered.

      “Ms. Olsen?” they asked in unison.

      “Is she expecting you?” Alex asked. They stepped inside without answering and Alex led them to the Lily rehab room, which was demarcated not by a wall, or a door, but by a large plastic tarp. She folded the tarp back and ushered them in.

      “Thank you,” the officer said curtly, indicating Alex could leave.

      Alex retreated behind the tarp.

      “Liv Olsen,” she heard Liv introduce herself.

      Good luck deciphering parallel meaning in tones and decibels, tone might give away meaning eavesdropping in any other language
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