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In memory of my Grandma Florence, who caught a 130-pound halibut in a small wooden boat by herself, then decided to stay in Alaska forever.





PROLOGUE

Her wrists are tied behind her back with something thin and unyielding that bites into her flesh. She twists and wriggles but there’s no give, only pain. Her arms are numb, her mind clumsy. Legs made of clay. Weak from hunger.

She tries calling for help but her voice is a thin croak, her throat raw, salt crust of blood on her lips. The floor beneath her is cold and damp. A garbage disposal grinds broken glass inside her chest.

A dark shape slumps in the shadows. Broken neck hanging at a tortured angle. Body split open. Her guitar. Stripped of its strings. They’re tied around her wrists.

It’s a message. She can be broken. She can be silenced.

Panic rises. She sees stars. The Milky Way smeared across the inside of her eyelids.

Even now, with every breath a fresh stab wound, lyrics glow in her mind. A song begging to be born. Key of D minor. The saddest key.

Star light. Star bright. Last star I see tonight.

The stars weren’t nearly as beautiful in Vegas.

Elvis impersonator crooning in her ear. You’re down at the end of lonely street.

This can’t be the end.

She used to crave darkness when it was a mood to wrap herself in, dense and familiar. Now all she wants is to live, to feel the sun on her face again. She wants light like honey drizzled on a blueberry sea. Laughter tossed into the wind like a gull’s cry.

A shimmering ringtone, somewhere far away. It drifts into silence.

She’s drifting, too.

The room spins. The world fades away.





1 LAKE

Dead bodies in lonely rooms are the worst part of my job.

This one’s splayed on the beige bathroom tiles, limbs frozen in a sprinting position, as if he tried to outrun death. He has the soulless features of an Oscar statue—pronounced brow, straight nose, blunt jaw, linebacker shoulders.

Bloody fingerprints stain the front of his white performance hoodie. Designer Swiss watch. Flashy sneakers. He looks like he lives in a lakefront mansion with a double-wide boathouse.

A snail trail of vomit the mottled color of bruised bananas winds from his open mouth along the tiles, up the side of the toilet, and into the bowl.

A tall police officer in the Wellington uniform of dark blue vest over a light blue polo shirt approaches me as I stand just outside the door of the bathroom. “You must be Lake Harlowe?”

I nod. “I’m the American Citizen Services officer.”

“Sergeant Mason Yates. Have you had any luck locating the deceased’s next of kin?”

“Not yet. I’ve left several messages.” I’d done a quick LexisNexis search on my cell phone after I received the death notification call from the New Zealand police, but the contact number listed rang through to voicemail.

“Sad business. Such a young lad. The Airbnb has an optional daily cleaning service, and the housekeeper discovered him. Do we have a cause of death yet?” he asks Dr. Charlotte Grayson, the soft-spoken forensic medical examiner. She’s bending over the body, not much of her visible beneath a white protective suit, coverall with hood, face mask, and safety glasses.

“Pulmonary aspiration, inhalation of vomit into the lungs causing asphyxiation. Could have been caused by mixing pills and alcohol. He has a prescription for hydrocodone—the pills are on the shelf there.” She clicks her tongue. “Americans and their painkillers.” She glances at me. “No offense, Ms. Harlowe.”

“None taken. Why is there blood on his shirt?”

Dr. Grayson nods at a razor sitting on the edge of the sink. “He might have decided to shave while intoxicated. There are nicks on his jawline here”—she points—“and blood on his fingertips. We won’t know for certain until after the postmortem.”

The three of us share a disturbing secret. We know what this person looks like freshly dead. He’s not a person anymore—he’s a specimen to be examined, a case to solve, paperwork to file.

I reverse the footage of his last moments in my mind. Vomit flows backward from the toilet into his throat, down his esophagus, and back into his roiling stomach. He takes a gasping breath. Sits up. Walks backward to whatever Wellington harbor tourist bar he was drinking at last night. He orders one less Jägerbomb. Never knows how close he came to this.

We roll out of bed in the morning and move through our day making choices as if we’re in control. We notice the invisible spider’s web connecting survival and tragedy only after it’s too late, after beads of blood paint the threads crimson.

I’ve witnessed death too often to walk through life easily. I’ve had to be wary. To tread softly, keep my eyes open. If I sinned, I was punished.

When I was a child, I imagined that hell was a root cellar lined with jars containing all my sins. Rows and rows of pickled sins. Falsehoods. Rebelliousness. Envy. Preserved in vinegar, coated with dust and mouse droppings. In hell I only had my sins to eat. Every bite corrosive.

“You all right, love?” Sergeant Yates asks, turning to look at me.

It throws me for a moment, this casual endearment, though it’s normal. Even the grocery store clerks call me lovely, or love.

“I’m fine.”

“Not your first death case, I hope?”

“No.” I’ve seen death before. I close my eyes and corpses wash across the darkness like nightmare northern lights.

Blood soaks the sweat-stained shirt of an expat sex offender in a shoddy hotel room in Phnom Penh. A young flight attendant in Lisbon wears a necklace of purple and yellow bruises, her wrists tied to the bedposts.

The reel spins faster, back to Alaska. A hazy memory—ink dropped into water, a cloud spreading through my mind. Smell of chanterelle mushrooms, of moss, a wet growing odor that feeds on decay. Gnarled tree roots. No, not tree roots… fingers, cramped into a claw, nails black and rotting. Holes where eyes should be.

Don’t think—breathe. That was a mistake. The room is saturated with the scent of bile and booze. My stomach heaves.

“Steady on.” Sergeant Yates crosses the room in two long strides and takes hold of my arm. “You need some air.”

My face heats up, and I’m sure my cheeks are as red as my lipstick. I’m not some easily spooked newbie. He tightens his grip when I attempt to pull away, leading me into the large bedroom with floor-to-ceiling windows and an expansive view of Wellington harbor.

He’s around six feet three, thickly muscled, with a rugby player neck. His nose is barroom-brawl crooked, and his knuckles show faint bruising. He’s rough enough to give me splinters. The intensity in his brown eyes is as bone-crushing as his grip.

There’s the urge to lean against the solid wall of his chest, to catch my breath, but I stiffen and put distance between us instead.

I know danger when I see it.

“I’m fine, really.”

“You almost fainted back there.”

“Low blood sugar. Where’s the passport?”

“On top of the valise there.”

“Do you know why he was in Wellington?”

“Not a clue. We can’t find his mobile phone.”

October is spring in New Zealand. The weather is still chilly, but the kōwhai trees are blooming, their vibrant golden blooms attracting tūī and bellbird.

I open the passport. I already know his name: Bruce Bartholomew Walter II. Twenty-one years old. Born in Las Vegas. His passport photo is better than most. He has a confident, almost aggressive stare. He traveled light. One silver hard-sided carry-on spinner. The police have been through it, but his clothes are still folded. Everything is designer. The Cartier sunglasses alone probably cost more than I make in a paycheck.

It always feels wrong sifting through a stranger’s luggage while they lie dead nearby. The secrets I’ve found have sometimes been difficult to forget. There’s nothing out of the ordinary here, though: clothes, noise-canceling headphones, high-end deodorant, swim trunks with a shark print.

“There’s nothing here to indicate why he’s in Wellington,” I agree. “But he’s no ordinary tourist. Did you do a search on him?”

“He’s an American football player, right?”

“A quarterback. I did some research. He was selected tenth overall in the draft this year by the Jacksonville Jaguars, but he tore the meniscus in his left knee during a preseason game. He was going to miss his entire rookie season. Now he’ll never have a career. He’s the son of Glen Walter, son of Bruce Walter the first. They’re a famous American football dynasty. The grandfather opened The Trophy sports-themed casino in Las Vegas in the 1970s. They’re seriously wealthy. This is going to be big—it’ll make national news in the States.”

“Damn,” he mumbles under his breath. “Just what I need. A rabid pack of American reporters in Wellington. I’ve had a run-in or two with your journalists. Inventive bunch. They don’t let the truth get in the way of a sensational story.”

“The Public Affairs section at the embassy will help you. They’ll want to know about this ASAP. I’d better contact his parents soon because it will be difficult to keep a lid on this.”

Making death notifications is the second worst part of my job.

“What’s happened to the other ACS officer—Jordan Singer?” Mason asks. “Thought he had a year left in Welly.”

“He curtailed abruptly and unexpectedly.” My colleague, Sara, told me that Jordan supposedly curtailed for family reasons, but she thinks he might have had a falling out with U.S. Ambassador Lyndon Hunt, a Texas billionaire political appointee who wears cowboy boots to work and hangs antique pistols over his desk. Whatever the reason, the position was an urgent vacancy, so I applied to leave my grueling job in Phnom Penh early and fill the position on a temporary basis.

“Did you work with Jordan often?”

“We covered a domestic violence case involving an American citizen. Surprised to hear he left. He was keen on dirt biking and was always going on about how epic the trails were here. How are you finding our Aotearoa so far?”

“It’s incredibly beautiful here.”

My plane landed in Wellington next to a crescent of yellow sand hugging turbulent blue water. I walked through the small airport, between red carved pillars with iridescent abalone shell eyes, and under a giant sculpture of Gandalf riding an eagle. Outside the air was crystalline with a salt tang, so pure it tasted as though they should be charging Swiss Alps bottled water prices to breathe it.

It was as though the sea and the jagged rocks, the dense green beyond the shore, had accidentally grown an airport that could be reclaimed at any time, returned to wilderness. I’d had the thought that here was a country that could steal my heart and never let it go.

“Done much exploring yet? Made it to the South Island?”

“Not yet. I’ve only been here a few weeks. I hear Milford Sound will remind me of the fjords in Alaska.”

“You’re from Alaska?” His gaze roams my body. “You don’t look like you’d last long on those reality TV shows.”

He’s judging my petite stature, my nipped-waist vintage tweed blazer and matte-red lips. He thinks I look like a hothouse flower, a woman who requires silk scarves and rose petal moisturizer to survive. He doesn’t know my past. The rough spun wool. Homegrown vegetables for breakfast, lunch, dinner. Hauling firewood until my back ached.

I judge him right back. He’s a medieval fortress. Built to withstand battles. Massive arms folded and lips quirked dismissively. He looks like the quintessential tough guy. But I could be wrong. Maybe he cries during animal shelter commercials. Maybe he memorizes Emily Dickinson poetry.

He doesn’t know me. I throw my shoulders back. “Looks can be deceiving. I’ve made my own crossbow and shot a moose with it. Field dressed it with my own hunting knife, too.” Why would I tell him that? He’s put me on the defensive. I need to prove myself.

His lip quirks higher. “Did you now? I’d pay good money to see that. I’m imagining you wielding a big sharp knife. Maybe we’ll go hunting for wild boar sometime. I’ll take you for protection.”

The glint in his eyes says he’s laughing at me.

“I don’t hunt anymore.” Although I do still carry my hunting knife. It’s a reminder of my past. I left Alaska when I was eighteen, and I’ve never been back.

Alaska is the hoarse voice of a raven, a frozen crust of snow crunching under my boots, the sweet-tart scent of boiling strawberry-rhubarb jam, snowy mountain ranges bathed in rosy alpenglow.

Alaska is darkness. Fear. Rules that had to be followed. Lies that had to be told.

“So where were you posted before this?” he asks.

“Phnom Penh.”

He smirks. “Now that must have been a rough tour. I’d imagine Americans get up to all sorts of mischief in Cambodia, eh?”

“Regrettably. I was hoping this would be a quieter tour. At least this isn’t a crime scene?”

“No signs of foul play.”

“I should be getting back to the embassy. When you’re finished with the luggage I’ll take it for his family.”

He pulls a card out of his vest pocket. “We’ll try to keep it quiet for now, keep it out of the press until you notify the parents and we know more details. Call me if your team has any questions.”

“I will. Nice to meet you, Sergeant Yates.”

“Wish it had been better circumstances. And call me Mason? We don’t take ourselves too seriously around here, if you haven’t noticed.”

“Thanks, Mason. And I’m Lake.”

“My pleasure, Lake.”

I’m halfway out the door when I overhear Dr. Grayson teasing him.

“Call me Mason. My pleasure, Lake. Fancy her, do we?”

“I like gingers. And I didn’t see a wedding band.”

Interesting. Not that I’ll do anything about it. He’s attractive, but I’m not in the market for a lover. It’s only been six months since Lucas cheated and tried to blame me for being emotionally unavailable. You’re a closed book. You never let me in. I don’t think you’re capable of love.

The accusatory refrain rings through my mind as I walk up the steep hill to the embassy. My shoulders hunch against a rising wind. They don’t call it Windy Welly for nothing. This gale holds a grudge. It scours my cheeks, stings my eyes, deliberately messes my hair like a schoolyard bully.

I wish it could scrub my mind clean of the last hour. I can’t stop seeing Bruce being zipped into a body bag, darkness closing over him forever.

And now it’s time to call his family and ruin their lives.





2 LAKE

Wellington feels like a small town after Phnom Penh. No one’s in much of a hurry. Even the business district is sleepy, not too posh. For the most part, women wear sensible shoes: Allbirds trainers, Birkenstocks, or Docs for the teenagers.

There must be an ordinance against skyscrapers, a policy staving off urban density. There’s no litter, very few billboards, and only a brief afterthought of neon. Children walk themselves home from school.

I stop to watch a sleek blue and bronze feathered tūī fly overhead, the white feathers at its throat ruffled by the wind. There’s not enough traffic noise to drown out the chorus of birdsong.

The U.S. Embassy is the only building in the charming, historic neighborhood of Thorndon that is surrounded by high metal and concrete walls topped by barbed wire. Seems like overkill in New Zealand, but the department follows the same security protocols whether we’re in Moscow or Montreal.

The Marine at Post One could still be in high school. He has close-cropped blond hair and acne across his forehead. He unlocks the door for me. It’s so heavy I’m forced to use both hands to pull it open.

The spiked gates, the metal detectors, the Marine with his rifle—it’s all to keep me safe in the unlikely event of an attack, but sometimes it feels claustrophobic, like a prison to keep me inside, instead of to keep others out.

Everything looks slightly off today. A crumpled tissue on the gray carpet. A fluorescent light flickering and buzzing overhead. I’m in a sci-fi movie and I’ve entered another multiverse without realizing it. Brushing up against death will do that, push you off your axis, make familiar sights look sinister, leave a taste in your mouth like burning plastic.

A colleague avoids my eyes in the elevator. I imagine that death hangs over my head, a cartoon thundercloud, and no one else wants to get rained on.

I send a brief report about the case to Washington and make notes in ACS-Plus, the antiquated database used to store information on Amcit special citizen services cases. It’s one p.m. in Wellington and six p.m. in Las Vegas. I open a notebook and line up a pen, and Bruce Walter’s passport, beside it. I close my office door, take a few deep breaths before calling the contact number for his mother again.

It rings to voicemail. The embassy number usually shows up as spam. I’ll have to call back until his mother realizes this could be an urgent call. I call again. And again.

This conversation will remain carved in Nadia Walter’s memory forever. What I say and how I say it. Every word, every nuance. I’ll be a recording she plays again and again, desperately searching for a different outcome.

She answers on the fourth call. “Hello? Who is this?”

“Hello, is this Nadia Walter?”

“Yes, who’s this?” She speaks with a slight accent. I know from my research that she’s an ex-Vegas showgirl from Slovenia.

“My name is Lake Harlowe. I’m a consular officer with the U.S. Embassy in Wellington, New Zealand. Are you driving right now?”

“No. I’m at home.”

“Are you alone?”

“My husband is here with me. What’s this about?”

“I have some very bad news to tell you. You may want to take a seat.”

I hear what sounds like the scrape of a chair across a floor. “Who is it?” a gruff voice asks in the background.

“It’s the U.S. Embassy in Wellington. You take it. I can’t.” Her voice falters. She already senses the landslide that’s about to reduce her life to rubble.

“Who is this?” Glen Walter asks in clipped, combative tones.

“My name is Lake Harlowe, Mr. Walter. I’m a consular officer at the U.S. Embassy in Wellington, New Zealand,” I repeat. “I have some very bad news to tell you.” I wait a beat, giving him a moment to prepare for the shock. “I’m very sorry to tell you that your son, Bruce, died this morning in his Airbnb in Wellington.” I wait. There’s no response. “Mr. Walter?”

People have unpredictable reactions to tragic news. He may have hung up on me. One parent threw their phone into the toilet. I’d heard the whooshing sound of water and then silence.

“Bullshit!” I hold my phone away from my ear. “Bruce is in Jacksonville.”

“I’m truly sorry, Mr. Walter, but that’s not true. Your son is here in New Zealand. And he is deceased.”

I hear harsh breathing. He speaks, low and lethal, “What do you want, money? How much?”

“Mr. Walter, I don’t want money. I’m calling from the embassy. I identified your son this morning at the—”

“No you fucking didn’t. This is a sick prank. How did you get my wife’s number? You’re going to burn in hell, you piece-of-shit scammer.”

He thinks that if he yells loud enough, bullies me into submission, I’ll back down and admit defeat, tell him it’s a prank.

“I’m going to trace this call. You’re going to wish you’d never been born. You—”

“Mr. Walter,” I break in, raising my voice to be heard. “This isn’t a prank call or a scam. If you would prefer to have a video call I can arrange that. I’ll show you my government I.D. and Bruce’s passport. I have it right here.”

“You’re lying. My son isn’t dead. What do you want from us? Tell me what you want, damn it!”

His fury hits me in waves of nausea, breaking hot, then cold, cramping my stomach. His voice like the one from my childhood.

Jezebel. Wicked sinner. You’ve fallen away from the path of righteousness.

Two angry men shouting at me. One from my past, one in this moment, thundering in my ears, making my heart pound and my throat close. I drill the sharp point of the pen into my notebook hard enough to rip the page.

“Glen,” I hear his wife pleading in the background. “Glen, stop yelling at the poor woman. Give me my phone.”

A moment of silence and then a soft, trembling voice. “I’m sorry, what did you say your name was?”

“Lake Harlowe. I’m an American Citizen Services officer. Your son was found this morning by a housekeeper. He’d been drinking. He choked on vomit. He was alone.”

“No,” she says vehemently. “That’s not right, Lake. It must be someone else. Bruce isn’t in New Zealand. How could he be there? He only had surgery a few months ago. He’s still in rehab. He attends every football practice and game, even if he can’t play.” She laughs softly, nervously. “You’ve got the wrong person.”

She’s still clinging to hope. He’s still alive in her mind. She didn’t see what I saw on the bathroom floor. Those sightless eyes. The gaping mouth crusted with vomit.

“I’m so very sorry. It was Bruce, Mrs. Walter. I looked through his luggage and checked his passport. He has a tattoo in Roman numerals of the year his grandfather won MVP on the inside of his left wrist. He was wearing a Rolex Day-Date watch with diamond hour markers.”

“No.” A strangled moan. “No. It can’t be true.”

“I’m so sorry.” Those words painfully inadequate. I want to soften the blow somehow, but there’s nothing I can do. I can’t take away her agony or shoulder her burden. My gut clenches, and I feel nauseated again.

There’s a seasickness in these turbulent, irreversible moments that change the course of lives. Nadia Walter is reeling, capsized. The wave of shock will be replaced by grief soon, heavy and earthen, like clay soil tossed over a grave.

She begins to sob. Her next words are barely audible. “My Bruce. My beautiful boy. He’s gone.”

“Bullshit!” Glen yells in the background. “Fucking bullshit.”

“She saw his tattoo. She has his passport. His Rolex.”

“She could have seen those online. Or stolen them!”

“Mrs. Walter? I’m going to send you my official report. There will be details of the next steps. I’ll be your liaison if you come to Wellington. Or I can make the arrangements for repatriation on your behalf. Please give me the best email to use.”

There’s the sound of a scuffle, and suddenly Glen’s furious voice pierces my ear. “She’s not telling you anything, you fucking bitch. Who put you up to this? I’m going to track you down. You’re going to be sorry you messed with me.”

Said as though there’s a long list of people who might want to mess with him.

“I’ll send my report to your wife.”

“Fuck you!” There’s a loud bang and the line goes dead.

I lean my head on my desk for a moment, shaking and drained.

There’s a knock on my office door. Robin Garcia, the Information Management officer, pokes her head through my door. “Hey, Lake.”

“Hey, Robin.”

She walks into my office. “Are you okay?”

“Just had to make a death notification. He was only twenty-one. The mother was sobbing and the father called me a fucking bitch.”

“Shoot. That sounds ugly.”

“It was.”

She perches on the edge of my desk, concern filling her brown eyes. “Want to talk about it?”

“I’m okay. But it never gets easier making these calls.” Consular officers don’t usually have a background in social work or counseling. I always try to be as sympathetic as possible, but Glen Walter’s angry reaction was a first for me. “It’s hard not to take things personally. I don’t want to be the bearer of such bad news.”

“Sounds like you need a drink and some company. Close up shop and come for cocktails with me and Ashley. It’s Friday. Live a little.”

Ashley is Robin’s Kiwi girlfriend. They seem really happy together, always calling each other babe and sweetie and taking romantic weekend trips.

“Thanks, but I have a backlog of cases to close out and report since the last ACS officer left so suddenly.”

“Yeah, that was weird. Jordan didn’t even tell any of us he was leaving. He was just gone from one day to the next. It sucks that he left you a backlog.”

I shrug. “ACS never sleeps. I have the duty phone this weekend. And here I thought Wellington would be peaceful after Phnom Penh.”

“Seems pretty darn peaceful to me, being from New York City. If you change your mind, we’ll be at Wayfarer drinking some of that tasty Kiwi microbrew.”

“Tell Ashley next happy hour drinks are on me.”

Robin grins at me, eyes twinkling. “Our next happy hour will be an overnight trip to Martinborough. There’s this amazing winery called Devotus that only grows old varietals of pinot noir. It’s crazy good. It sells out super fast but we reserved some bottles. Guess one of them will be on you!”

“It sounds like a lot of fun.”

“You should come with us. Experience more of this amazing country,” she says on her way out.

It’s refreshing to see a powerful woman running the IT department at an embassy, a job usually occupied by men. If I was going to confide in anyone at work, it would be Robin. But confiding isn’t in my nature. I learned very early to sweep the darkness under the rug, jam all the bad things into the back of my mind.

Open the door even a crack, and all the secrets might come tumbling out.

Embassies are like tiny rural towns. Everyone knows everyone, and the gossip flies thick and fast. The instructors at orientation in D.C. are always talking about your corridor reputation—how it starts on day one and sticks to you like flypaper. Are you difficult to work with? A team player? Do you have leadership potential? Are you resilient enough?

They love the word resilience. Can you bounce back after an embassy bombing? Maintain calm after months of protests outside the gate?

Some Foreign Service employees create their own little America at every post. They host potlucks and chili cook-offs and organize group activities with the Community Liaison officer.

They get drunk and tell stories about their tangential brushes with history—the one degree of separation from important people and important events: I was the control officer when X visited for the peace summit. I wrote the cable summarizing the coup.

Many of my colleagues are ambitious. They want to rise to the top. Political officers are the ones who have the best shot of becoming ambassadors. They foster connections with people in high places and play the promotion game.

I’m surviving. I’m a green screen. Cities, countries, lovers, friends flicker across me, but I remain the same. I can’t put down roots, or get too close to anyone, because underneath, in the deep, is where the memories with claws live.





3 LAKE

My cat, Edgar, greets me at the door of my apartment with an indignant yowl that says it’s well past feeding time.

He’s always miffed about something. He still hasn’t forgiven me for being quarantined upon arrival. They sent me photos of him in his cage, his black fur matted into disgruntled tufts. New Zealand is serious about keeping rabies out of their small island nation.

He camps out next to his food dish and fixes me with an impatient glare. In his mind my only reason for existing is to feed him.

“Your mom had to work late,” I tell him. “I have to make money to keep you in crunchies and catnip.” I swear he knows how to roll his eyes. “Don’t give me that. I rescued your flea-bitten ass, remember?”

He was so tiny. A puff of black fur and big yellow eyes. Starving, injured, and covered in fleas on the side of the road in Phnom Penh. His left back leg had to be amputated. I nursed him back to health with milk from an eyedropper and named him Edgar Allan Three Paws. I was going to find a home for him, but he dug his little claws into my heart. He has a dark turn of mind. He’s always startling, his ears twitching, listening for some distant threat. He’s a lost soul. Prickly and mistrustful. We understand each other.

In Phnom Penh he had a three-bedroom town house and a walled patio to patrol, where he sometimes caught and tortured grasshoppers. Now all he has is this small, boxy apartment. I imagine that when he’s not sleeping, he’s hatching elaborate plots to escape and hunt down more hoppy, wriggly things to kill.

“Oh, all right.” I give him a heaping portion of food.

“Mommy’s turn.” I fill my wineglass to the brim with pinot noir and collapse on the couch.

You fucking bitch. I’m going to track you down.

I gulp half the glass, trying to drown out Glen Walter’s voice, but the ugly words keep echoing. I walk to the window and open the curtains. Wellington is quiet, even on a Friday night. My apartment is on the top floor of a modern building near the waterfront in the central business district. It has the white walls and clean lines of most government housing, with the same boxy, menacing Drexel Heritage furniture the department ships around the world.

The only decorations I brought are books and maps from the countries where I’ve served. I have new maps of New Zealand and Wellington, with pins marking the places I want to visit. I don’t know how long I’ll be here on temporary duty, so my household goods are in storage for now.

I never stay in one place for too long. It’s a roulette wheel: Where will I bounce and land next? I’ve served in Shanghai, Lisbon, Phnom Penh, and now Wellington.

It sounds like a glamorous career to my friends back in the U.S., but I’m not hosting galas or brokering peace treaties. I’m the one you call when you’re traveling and things go sideways. Go missing. Turn deadly. Your passport is stolen. You drive on the wrong side of the road and hit someone.

A stag night becomes a nightmare when the groom’s brother gets a little too drunk and decides to go swimming in a riptide. Or a hiking trip ends at the bottom of a ravine.

I’m the one you’ll talk to if your loved one books a tour to visit a volcano, and it suddenly decides to belch an active lava flow. Or I visit you in a foreign prison if you get caught for drug smuggling.

When you call, panic stretches your voice taut as a sheep-gut guitar string. Sometimes you’re sobbing. You want me to fix everything, put your life back the way it was, but I’m only a resource, a guide. I have a script to follow. What I do is triage, with no long-term involvement.

My job is measured in passports, visas, birth certificates, death certificates, body bags. The repatriation of remains.

I still wonder sometimes how I made it into the Foreign Service. My security clearance investigator looked like he was an actor playing an FBI agent. Hulking frame encased in a black trench coat that looked like it was grafted to his skin. He interviewed my friends and neighbors in Portland, Oregon, where I moved after attending Evergreen State College in Washington State.

My friend Amber told me she leaned closer to him. “You want to know Lake’s deep, dark secret?”

The investigator nodded, betraying no emotion behind those mirrored sunglasses.

“She buys way too many vintage handbags,” Amber whispered.

It’s good to have friends you can count on. But even my best friends don’t know my worst secrets.

I was sweating as he interviewed me. A standard questionnaire about finances, drug use, potential links to terrorists or anyone else who could blackmail me to obtain state secrets. His gaze flicked over my overstuffed bookshelves and then he focused on me, taking in my demure cream-colored turtleneck, pleated skirt, and ballet flats.

He nodded, a clipped movement. “You’re a good girl, aren’t you, Lake?”

And I answered, “Yes, sir, that’s right, sir.”

And that was that. I widened my eyes, confirmed that I was a good girl, and my murky past disappeared. I was issued a clean slate:


This message is to notify you that you have been successfully granted access to classified information up to and including the TOP SECRET level based upon a Single Scope Background Investigation.



They didn’t dig too deeply into my childhood. They interviewed my mom, but only briefly. She’s good at lying. We both are. We had to lie, to tell them what they wanted to hear.

If they’d dug deeper, I wouldn’t be here today. I have to be careful what I say. I can’t trust anyone. Or let anyone get too close to me.

I’m pouring another glass of wine when my personal cell rings. Think of my mom and she calls. We haven’t spoken in months, not since I told her I wasn’t coming home for my brother’s wedding next year.

“Hi, Ruth.”

“Lake. Have you changed your mind yet?”

“I want to come to the wedding but I’m only here on temporary duty and I’m not sure where I’ll go next, so—”

“You only have one little brother.” Her voice rises, fills with helium-frustration. “You can’t miss his wedding.”

“I told him it might be bad timing for me.”

“This isn’t about you, Lake. It’s about Heron. You haven’t been back to Alaska in far too long.”

“You know why.”

“It’s been so many years. It’s safe for you to come back. It’s all forgotten.”

My mother might be able to pretend Alaska is safe and our past is buried and forgotten, but I can’t.

“It’s not like we’re asking you to come back in winter. July is always beautiful. Ray wants to pay for your ticket. Sockeye prices were good this year and he has extra.”

Ray is my stepfather. He married my mom a few years after I left. He’s a silent man with a long brown beard and kind blue eyes, a fisherman. Always mending nets or working on his boat and gone fishing for months at a time. A good, steady man. The washtub bass to Ruth’s high-strung fiddle.

“That’s nice of him but I can afford to buy my own ticket. I’ll try to come.”

“No, you won’t. You’re only saying that so I’ll leave you alone. You don’t care about us at all.”

“I really will try. So, how’s winter going?”

“Oh, you know. Ten feet of snow. Ray had to shovel the roof again. It rained and the streets are glare ice.”

I remember winters. The darkness that shuts down your brain. People are grouchy, on edge. Petty political feuds intensify. The false spring when it warms to forty degrees and everyone peels off their parkas. Then it goes back down to minus two.

“It would really give me and Ray something to look forward to if you were coming home.”

“I… I’m busy. I’m working ten-hour days. I had a death notification today. An American football player. High profile. You’ll hear about it on the news soon.”

“And that’s why you need a partner. To help you shoulder the emotional burden of your stressful job.”

Here we go. “I’m too busy to date.”

“And too busy for your brother’s wedding. Your priorities are screwed up.”

“My job is demanding. You know that.”

“Always some excuse. I liked Lucas—I don’t know why you let him get away.”

Like he was a salmon that had wriggled off my hook. I should have held on tight. Reeled him in. Changed myself to fit him. Forgiven him for cheating on me multiple times.

I’d met Lucas during my tour in Portugal. He was a chef at a café I liked. I resisted his wooing, but he kept plying me with home-cured ham and crisp vinho verde, and I let my guard down.

There’d been a sharp, clear joy to that first year, like fresh snowfall sparkling in a streetlamp. When it melted away, I discovered what was buried beneath all that giddy happiness. Resentment. Accusations. Lies.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You never want to talk about it and that’s not healthy. You have to talk about it someday or you’ll get an ulcer.”

“He cheated on me. End of story.”

“Most men will if given the chance. Or a reason.”

“Are you saying it’s my fault that he cheated?”

“Of course not.”

“Not all men cheat. Ray would never do something like that.”

“Ray is… simpler. He’s down-to-earth. You should find someone else before you turn forty.”

“That’s ten years away.”

“Ten fertile years. At least freeze your eggs. I want to be a grandmother.”

“I’m well aware of that.” Heron told me that she’s been collecting baby clothes in a trunk she hides under her bed. Tiny booties and pastel crocheted sweaters. “Heron is your best hope for grandkids.”

The slow-leak sound of her sigh. “Life will pass you by if you’re not careful. You’re too focused on your work. It’s the weekend. You should be out having fun. Being young.”

“I have the duty phone. I can’t go out.”

“Bring it with you. Lake, don’t waste your life. One day you’ll wake up with creaky joints and realize that you’re fifty. You won’t even know how it happened.”

“Mom, it’s late and I haven’t had dinner yet.”

“Seriously? Isn’t it ten p.m. there? I’m worried about you, Lake.”

“I’m okay.”

“Don’t think I won’t stop pestering you. It would mean so much to Heron if you came.”

“I’ll do what I can to be there.” I love my brother. I don’t want to let him down.

And she’s gone, swallowed by the snow and ice, a world away. She always sets me on edge, my mind resonating with wariness like I’m a tuning fork that only she knows how to strike.

“Moms are kind of a pain, aren’t they, Edgar?”

He licks his paw and wipes it over his whiskers haughtily, which means he heartily agrees.

Instead of dinner I drink more wine on the couch. I haven’t even bothered to change out of my work clothes. Life is like that sometimes. The smallest tasks become insurmountable when they mean taking care of yourself, instead of someone else.

Edgar manages an awkward hop and lands on my lap. His purr rumbles straight to my heart. I’m alone in a mostly empty apartment in a strange city where I’m friendless by choice.

I could die tonight, and the embassy security detail would find me in a few days, when I didn’t show up for work. They have a set of keys. I’d become just another Amcit dead in a foreign country. One of my colleagues would have to call Ruth and deliver the news.

I’m very sorry to inform you that your daughter passed away in her apartment in Wellington. She’d been drinking wine. She slipped getting out of the shower and hit her head at precisely the right angle on the edge of the bathtub and bled out on the white tiles.

Wine mixed with blood seeping into the grout between the tiles.

Edgar’s had enough. He jumps down from my lap and settles into a ball on the floor, licking the fur I touched as if to wash away any traces of me.





4 LAKE

I’m jarred out of a cramped, wine-blurred sleep by a harsh, piercing ringtone.

“U.S. Embassy New Zealand duty phone.” I struggle upright on the couch. There’s a shooting pain along my right collarbone, an old injury that never healed properly. “What’s your emergency?”

“It’s my daughter. She’s missing.” The caller’s voice is high-pitched, agitated, chain-smoker raspy. “We always talk or message every day. I’ve sent her so many texts and she hasn’t responded to any of them.”

I stagger to my feet, fumble for the light switch. Find the pen and logbook, the splintered laminate on one corner of the coffee table clawing at my sleeve. Edgar rolls over and goes back to sleep on his side of the couch.

“Is she an American citizen?”

“Yes. She’s an exchange student living in Wellington. I can’t reach her host parents, either.”

The lurid red of my clock screams five a.m. My head throbs. I crave coffee. And painkillers for this wine headache.

“What’s your name?”

“Suzie Bishop. Suzie with a Z-I-E.”

“And your daughter’s name?”

“Bowie. B-O-W-I-E. Like David Bowie.”

I ask for Suzie’s and Bowie’s full names and dates of birth. That’s the best way to verify their citizenship in the passport database after the call. Suzie is forty-six and Bowie is eighteen.

“When was the last time you had contact with Bowie?”

“She called me on Tuesday, late evening Las Vegas time. Wednesday evening in Wellington.”

My still-foggy mind manages the time calculation. “Only a little more than forty-eight hours.”

“Don’t make it sound like I’m being paranoid. She’s my only child. She never goes this long without contacting me. Never.”

A sound like ice hitting the side of a glass. It’s morning in Las Vegas. Let’s hope that’s ice water and not a cocktail, although I wouldn’t be surprised. People who call the embassy duty phone are either in trouble… or they are trouble.

“I’m only trying to determine the facts, Ms. Bishop. Did Bowie say anything about her plans when you spoke with her last?”

“We only talked for a little while. She was really excited about performing at the Cat’s Meow tonight with a local band.”

The drinking age is eighteen in New Zealand. Bowie would be legal to perform in bars without a parent. “Have you spoken with the band or with the club?”

“I called the bar and they think she’s coming tonight. But why hasn’t she called me back?”

“Hopefully there’s a simple explanation. Maybe she lost her cell phone or something.”

“Maybe. But she’d find another way to let me know she was okay. We always video call before shows to go over her set list. I’m her manager. She’s going to be a star. When her exchange program is over, we’re going into the studio to record demos for Stratus Records. They’re very interested in Bowie. It helps that I know the music biz from the inside. I was in the band Bitter Pill. I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”

“Um… sure.” My mind feels fuzzy. I really should have eaten some dinner to soak up some of the wine.

“I’m constantly worrying about her, wondering where she is, who she’s talking to, if she’s safe.” The words tumble out, sloshing together like raindrops hitting a moving windshield. “I work in a casino. I know the world is a dangerous place for young girls. Why did I let her leave me? What if she has a stalker? What if something horrible has happened to her?”

She’s probably better off in Wellington than Las Vegas, I think, but don’t say. New Zealand consistently ranks second only to Iceland as the safest and most peaceable country on Earth. The police don’t routinely carry firearms unless the situation is expected to merit them.

“You said she’s an exchange student. Who are her host parents?”

“Stuart and Myra Shepherd. Stuart’s a big-deal politician. Old money. Ancestral estate, all of that. He paid for me to visit Bowie in New Zealand and took us to lunch at his exclusive club. It was all steak and kidney pudding and portraits of his ancestors in the billiards room. I thought she’d be safe with them.”

A sob cresting, ready to break. More ice clinking. The glug of liquid being poured into a glass.

“Do you have any reason to believe that Bowie might be in immediate danger?”

“No… but what if something’s happened to her and they don’t want to tell me? What if there’s been an accident and they’re all dead at the bottom of a ravine?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

Probably Bowie’s out having fun with her friends and forgot to call her mom. Or maybe she’s taking some breathing space. Suzie’s definitely giving me intense stage-mom vibes.

“You said you tried to contact the Shepherd family?”

“They’re not answering their phones. It’s so strange. And I messaged Bowie’s host sister and friends and no one has responded yet.”

“I could do a welfare and whereabouts check on Bowie for you.”

“Would you? Oh my God, that would be such a relief. You’re there in Wellington, right? You can visit the Shepherds’ house, find out what’s going on. I’ll give you their address.”

I record contact information for Bowie and her host family.

“What’s your name?” Suzie asks.

“I’m the duty officer on call.”

“I know that,” she says impatiently. “I want to know your name.”

I hesitate. Even something as small as a name can be a land mine. But Suzie is a worried mother, not someone I need to hide from.

In Phnom Penh I’d had a caller who invented a long, convoluted tale about having his wallet stolen and being left with no money to return to the U.S. and then—out of nowhere—his voice changed, lowered to a snarl, and he detailed precisely how he was going to torture and kill me. And then he gave me the address of my apartment.

That’s when I started carrying my old hunting knife again. I changed apartments, but it wasn’t enough. I still heard his voice in my head.

They always find me. At bars, at work, sometimes on the street. The ones with grievances to air, conspiracy theories to spin, filthy fantasies to spew. I work so hard to project a tough shell, but I must give off some kind of invisible signal. I show up as a target on their tracking system.

“My name is Lake.”

“Do you have any children, Lake?”

Not something she needs to know. “I’ll check on Bowie for you, Ms. Bishop. If I can’t reach the Shepherds by phone, I’ll visit their house.”

“And then you’ll call me immediately?”

“I will.”

“Oh, thank you. Thank you so much. Lake, you’re a lifesaver. If something bad has happened to Bowie, I don’t know what I’d do. Call me soon, okay? Maybe it’s all a mix-up. I hope so. Bowie lives her life online. Her fans will want to know where she is, why she hasn’t posted any new content in a few days.”

“I’ll call you.”

“Just the other day, I had a message from the record scout at Stratus and he said—”

“Sorry, Ms. Bishop, I should sign off now. This line is supposed to be kept open for emergencies.”

“Oh. Of course. Yes. I’m babbling. I do that. Especially when I… well I had a long night at the casino, so I’m having a little after-work drink, you know?”

“Goodbye, Ms. Bishop.”

“Goodbye, Lake.”

Suzie would stay on the phone with me all morning telling me about Bowie if she could. And she probably wouldn’t even remember the conversation the next day, depending on how strong those drinks were.

Edgar jumps down from the couch, righting himself adroitly. He nudges my knee with his head.

“Oh you think it’s crunchie time? It’s not.”

His eyes close as I scratch between his ears. Sometimes he decides to be sweet for about ten minutes, the bare minimum to keep me hooked.

I plug the duty phone back into the charger and switch to my personal phone. It’s easy to find Bowie Bishop. She has quite a following. She’s tall, or maybe just thin—model thin—long limbs and a rust-colored miniskirt. Shoulder-length dark brown hair. A wide smile. Dark shadows like smudged fingerprints under wide-set gray eyes. In every photo she’s wearing what looks like a crystal pendant suspended from a silver chain around her neck.

She’s been in New Zealand for ten months of a twelve-month exchange program with ILA, Intercultural Learning Abroad. She hasn’t posted any updates on her social media since Wednesday afternoon when she posted a wide-eyed selfie with the caption: Can’t wait to play Cat’s Meow again with the ridiculously talented @DeanHira. See you there! It’s going to be… [image: Emoji: Fire.] [image: Emoji: Fire.] [image: Emoji: Fire.] [image: Emoji: Fire.] [image: Emoji: Fire.]

More posts. A dead bird. Orange flower petals strewn in spirals. She used a filter to make her photos look like old Polaroids. Her combat boot, laces undone. Her hand, black nail polish chipped, holding a mug that says sweet as, the ubiquitous response to so many things in New Zealand. Bowie in her Wellington school uniform, making an oversized red-and-blue-striped blazer look like runway fashion.

Selfies of her at Wellington tourist sites. She’s wearing all black and standing in front of one of the Writers Walk quotations overlooking Wellington harbor. She points to one line of the Lauris Edmond poem etched into the concrete slab: You have to do and be, not simply watch.

I scroll deeper. The same smudges under her eyes. Red lipstick in such a deep shade that it looks like congealed blood. Videos of her playing a black acoustic guitar with star-shaped inlays on the headstock and neck.

A bedroom selfie in a red camisole, one thin arm crooked behind her head, silk riding up and exposing a flat abdomen with a belly button piercing. She stares directly into the camera, her gaze sultry. She’s younger in this one, maybe fifteen. I wince, knowing that what we post online never really goes away. Only the wealthy can scrub the internet and erase their past.

There are photos of her with her host sister, Isla, a tall athletic blonde, and two younger host brothers who look like twins.

There’s a series of Bowie in Nevada with a much taller and earthily gorgeous girl posing for a Halloween photo shoot in an old amusement park. The caption: Abandoned amusement parks are the CREEPIEST. BoLo Forever!

Then there’s Bowie and Suzie with arms intertwined. Suzie is peak Vegas and peak aging rock star. Black leather skinny pants and cheeks plump with fillers, her bee-stung lips taking up most of the screen.

I visited Vegas with some girlfriends during college. It was the anti-Alaska. Everything fake. Flashy. Artificial. Water pumped in to make flowers bloom in the desert. Phallic monuments to mob money. Does Bowie think New Zealand is too quiet, or has its beauty stolen her heart, as it threatens to steal mine?

I tell myself that Bowie Bishop is a routine case of a teenager forgetting to call her mom. I don’t want to imagine the alternatives. The wrong man seeing that bedroom selfie. Stalking her. Watching her flick that long mane of brown hair over a thin shoulder. Following her, forcing her into his car, raping and murdering her. They won’t find her bones until they bulldoze a field for a new housing development.

Don’t go down that path. Everything will be fine.

And then I see it. In the background of the mother-daughter selfie. The Trophy casino in grandiose gold lettering over their heads.

What the hell? Suzie said she works at a casino. Glen Walter owns The Trophy. His son, Bruce, is dead in Wellington. Bowie Bishop might be missing. There must be a connection. Hopefully I’ll be able to ask Bowie about it when I find her, safe and sound today. If she doesn’t answer her phone, I’ll go and visit her host family.

I try calling but it rings directly to voicemail. This is Bowie, leave a message.

“Hi, Bowie, it’s Lake Harlowe from the U.S. Embassy in Wellington. I need to speak with you urgently. Please call me back, any time of the day or night.”

The same thing happens with both Stuart and Myra Shepherd’s numbers.

I play some of Bowie’s videos. She sings a lilting, sad song sitting on the steps of a crumbling mausoleum between two marble columns covered in twining vines. A weathered stone angel with the tip of one wing broken off stands watch overhead against a turquoise sky. A tree with waxy green leaves and strange bristling red blooms watches her performance.


Let me sing you the ballad of Graveyard Rose

And the fate she could not cheat

It starts beyond the heavy gate

And ends beneath my feet

My angel with one broken wing

Who used to soar so high

You’ll never leave the ground again

No matter how hard you try

If stone could learn to become flesh

If sightless eyes could see

If I could bring you back to life

I’d keep you safe with me

I’d do anything

To feel your satin petal skin

I’d give anything

To see you bloom again

My graveyard rose



Her guitar playing is confident, her voice arresting, soaring between an earthy growl and ethereal shimmering high notes. It reminds me of a Neko Case concert I saw in Portland. Her voice was a burned-out cathedral, a place for the broken to worship. Ruby light pouring through my stained-glass heart.

It’s the same with the selfies Bowie posts. Not much text. No hashtags. Instead of airbrushed glamour, carefully staged meditations with a clear sense of artistry. Not simply Look at me. I exist. Aren’t I gorgeous, but This is the way I see the world. I see beauty in loneliness, in dark things. I’m sweet… with a serrated edge.

Suzie was right. The world is a dangerous place for young girls. But hopefully not for Bowie.





5 BOWIE

Give us a song, Bowie.”

Her stomach clenches and her hands ball into fists. Relax. It’s not Suzie wanting her to entertain her drunk party friends. She’s in New Zealand. She’s been here almost one month.

Her host mum, Myra, pats the camping chair next to her. “Come on, love, you brought your guitar, may as well use it.”

“Be right there.”

Bowie’s been standing under the enormous tree ferns that border the campsite, feeling like Alice in Wonderland. A plant she’d known only as delicately scrolled leaves curling in a clay pot now towers over her head, casting striped shadows across her arms. Disjointed song lyrics flicker through her mind like fireflies.

Cradling raindrops on my tongue like secrets. Ancient forests know how to grow. Wash me clean. Make me whole. These trees will outlive me… I’m only a brief downpour… I’m only here to feed their souls.

If she slept overnight beneath the giant silvery ferns, the frond patterns might imprint her soul. She might wake up a completely different person. She could have a fresh start.

Her hand moves to the small glass vial she wears on a silver chain around her neck.

She can never be washed clean. She doesn’t deserve a fresh start.

The Shepherds sit in a contented ring around the campfire, teasing one another softly under a blanket of stars. They’re like the description on a box of cereal—packed full of wholesome goodness and nutrition.

Myra is a grief counselor and sometimes asks difficult questions because she wants everyone to be happy. Isla, Bowie’s host sister, has an inner glow from being loved, being safe. She’s a champion swimmer and all-around athlete who’s always bringing home medals and trophies. She has swim practice this summer, and she comes home all shiny and flushed and eats more than everyone else at dinner.

The seven-year-old twins, Byron and Oliver, fight sometimes and it ends in tears, but they’re always back to being best friends the next day.

Stuart works a lot, but when he’s home he reads books to the boys and makes complicated gourmet vegetarian meals from Ottolenghi cookbooks.

At night they sometimes make popcorn and watch a slideshow with actual old slides of their family history. Faded images of Shepherd ancestors blowing out candles at birthday parties, visiting tourist sites, holding wrinkled newborn babies.

She’s fascinated by the slides of Myra’s mother, Ellen, on a trip to Italy in the early seventies. She’s wearing bell-bottoms, an orange and green print blouse, and brown leather clogs. She has the same bright smile as Myra as she stands in front of the Colosseum.

Bowie loves the sound of the carousel whirring, the way the screen goes blindingly white for a few seconds before the new image materializes. Anything is possible in that blank space. The next slide might reveal Bowie’s grandma, the one she’s never
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