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For my mom and Grammy Mel, whose kindness fills the world with light.

I am so grateful to be yours.
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Click. It’s over in a second and hardly makes a sound, not that I’m there to hear it. While the photo that will torpedo my engagement is snapped at a music festival outside LA, I’m in Las Vegas, mindlessly scrolling social media to kill time during yet another glacially slow day at work. As if fated, that’s when the sponsored job advertisement first pops up in my feed.



Seeking Bearer of Bad News!!



The two exclamation points reek of desperation, and the generic sunset profile photo screams either scam or retiree. Nonetheless, the ad intrigues.


Seeking a professional BOBN to deliver an account of a certain misadventure to my estranged sister, early 40s, last known whereabouts in the Italian Dolomites. All expenses paid to find her and convey said bad news. Generous per diem and $25,000 success fee. Experience with complex family dynamics and immediate availability preferred. Please apply via DM.



Complex family dynamics and a $25,000 success fee? I’m bored enough to journey down the rabbit hole—I haven’t had a client all afternoon—but just then a mousy woman with a puckered expression and large sunglasses ducks into the strip-mall cubicle I euphemistically call a salon. She hesitates before asking for blond highlights, eyeing the cracked linoleum and bright pink walls that aspire to cheerful but achieve Pepto Bismol.

I want to say something reassuring, but the truth is that whether from lack of natural talent (my suspicion) or because you can’t be good at something you don’t particularly enjoy (my best friend Adam’s theory), I remain a mediocre hairstylist. Still, it pays the bills until I find a better fit, especially while Julian isn’t working. For money, that is—as far as my fiancé is concerned, art is its own reward.

Almost as soon as she sits down and takes off her sunglasses, I realize that the woman, who introduces herself as Vivian, needs a therapist more than a hairdresser. Before I’ve managed to paint foils on even half her head, I already know that she happened to be passing by my salon while her next-door neighbor, who happens to be an ex, was also passing by. In front of her. But she was not following him because, due to a restraining order, that would be illegal. It would be helpful, Vivian stresses, if I could pretend she had this appointment in advance. Just if anyone asks. Like a parole officer.

Vivian catches my eye in the mirror, and I nod solemnly while making one of the hundreds of noncommittal, oatmeal-bland, could-mean-anything noises that I’ve mastered to stay afloat in this profession.

“He acts like I’ve done something crazy, but the apartment freed up fair and square. Is it my fault that it was just what I’d been looking for?” Vivian’s eyes bulge to emphasize the injustice of it all. “Really it’s just coincidence, don’t you think?”

“But you knew he lived next door before you moved in, right?” I try not to sound judgmental.

“I know where lots of people live, Lacey.” Vivian’s tone drips condescension.

“It’s Lucy,” I mutter, trying to get through the foils double-time.

“You look nothing like a Lucy.” In the mirror, Vivian’s expression is piercing. “Did anyone ever tell you that you look just like that old-time movie star, Genevieve Saint?”

“No.” I try to keep my voice even. Not even Julian knows that Genevieve Saint is my grandmother. Of course he knows about a grandmother who—my mother dead, my father not in the picture—raised me in Switzerland. But her full name never came up, let alone the unforgivable lie that severed our relationship.

I lower my head but can feel Vivian’s stare dissecting my reflection before her attention shifts to a different topic. “When’s the big day?” she asks, her eyes flitting to my engagement ring, which is honestly hard to miss.

Julian could afford a large stone because it’s fake. We agreed cubic zirconia was the right way to go. Blood diamonds, such a tragedy. Also, cost. I don’t say any of this to Vivian. “We haven’t set a date,” I say.

“Really?” She looks surprised. “Did you just get engaged?”

“About nine months ago.” I keep my tone casual, but Vivian’s eyebrows climb into her hairline. “We’ll set a date soon,” I reassure her. “It’s just that Julian is in the middle of a career change, and weddings are expensive.”

Vivian still looks skeptical.

“His parents are super Catholic,” I rush to add. “So we have to do Pre-Cana classes and book the church—it’s quite involved.”

Obviously unconvinced, Vivian makes her own oatmeal noise. “Have you been together long?”

“Almost four years.” I don’t mention that for two of those years Julian was in the Peace Corps in Senegal. We met at a retro dance party at the University of Nevada, Reno, coming together to Madonna’s “Vogue,” all hand gestures and gyration. I had felt confident. I had felt beautiful. I had been beautiful. With him. Julian had that effect on me.

“And you’re only now getting engaged?” Vivian says. “Seems like a lot of red flags.”

I open my mouth and then close it again, forcing a tight smile. A woman with a restraining order actively stalking her ex is telling me that my relationship has red flags?

In the mirror, Vivian’s eyes narrow. I brace myself for another question about my engagement, but instead she says, “You know, plastic surgery has come a long way in the last few years.” Her tone is offhand, as if commenting on whether peaches are in season.

The abrupt change of subject is unnerving. The crescent of burned flesh that curls underneath my chin and toward my left ear starts to itch, but with my hands fully occupied, I can’t smooth my hair back over my jaw. Twenty-two years, three plastic surgeries, and countless laser treatments have not fully erased the scar I’ve had since the age of four, nor my self-consciousness.

Seemingly oblivious to my discomfort, Vivian prattles on about a friend whose face had been nearly ripped off by a Rottweiler and the miracles a doctor from Brazil had wrought with illegal stem cells and a mafia-subsidized lab outside of Rio.

“Medicine isn’t regulated there,” Vivian says. “The fact that she still has a face shows what’s possible when the government stays out of it.”

“But does her face”—I pause diplomatically—“work?” I try and fail to picture the mechanics of little cells magically conjoining like organic duct tape.

Vivian quirks an eyebrow, as if considering the question. “She’ll always drink her meals through a straw. But on the other hand”—her tone turns snide—“she has very little scarring.”

The smell of bleach burns my lungs. I deeply regret that I’ve already done my best with Vivian’s highlights. They look almost right, which is as good as it gets for my clients.

Also, I steal things, which is how I come to possess a pack of gum from Vivian’s purse. But I never thieve unprovoked, and Vivian certainly had it coming after she followed her barbed commentary with the further offenses of no tip or thanks. Even so, I smile with fake warmth and wish her a nice day (of stalking). On her way out, she does in fact look around hopefully, as if her ex/neighbor might still be in the vicinity.

When Vivian is out of sight, I toss the gum into the trash. The things I steal are never valuable enough to miss, and I never keep them for long in case the police come knocking to see what I know about that missing hotel pen, hair clip, lipstick, roll of breath mints, or whatnot.

These are the rules that Adam set for me years ago, after I was nearly expelled from our New England boarding school. When we met in ninth grade, Adam was always dressed in shocking plaids and neon, and I was the awkward kid with the scarred face. We bonded as fellow social pariahs and foreign students—me from Switzerland and him from Uganda—who were both unappreciated and ahead of our time.

My first ill-fated foray into theft was taking an ugly charm bracelet from Madeline, who was not unlike Vivian in lobbing double-edged comments that exploded like hand grenades. With her perfect skin and cupid’s-bow mouth, Madeline delighted in whispering about us to her gaggle of friends. Like synchronized swimmers, they would crane their necks to laugh in our direction, gazes scorching like an acid bath.

Without Adam’s rules to guide me, I was easily caught. Madeline’s charm bracelet, which turned out to be an heirloom, was discovered by the dorm master in my desk. But I was able to boo-hoo my way out of it. Dead mother, facial disfigurement, you get the picture.

Those days are long past, the little voice in my head (or Little Voice, as I have come to think of her) reminds me soothingly, even though we both know my teenage foibles and insecurities still lurk beneath the surface like bog monsters.

Shaking off the negativity of the last few hours, I emerge from the salon just as day softens into twilight, neon lights sparking to life all around me. Even in early May, the temperatures are already peaking in the eighties. The air is a warm embrace, the dry heat pleasurable and entirely unlike the alpine climate of my childhood.

Opting for the long route home, I turn onto the Strip for the distraction of the glam and grit out on parade. Las Vegas is the Zsa Zsa Gabor of cities—too sparkly and brazen for the occasion but hypnotizing all the same. I pass by a woman carrying a teacup dog in a baby sling, both in matching straw hats. Tourists in sneakers and yoga pants clutch smartphones as they snap pictures of fake world landmarks and erupting fountains in rainbow colors. Near the nicer casinos, I move into a riot of high-heeled, gold-chained, fake- and real-Rolexed bling that advertises readiness for a What-Happens-in-Vegas-Stays-in-Vegas Saturday night.

My street brings a seedier array of sights. A convenience store and pawn shop. A woman with a vacant stare walking a lunging Doberman. A leering man in a beret and velvet pants. I take out my phone to look occupied. Sometime during my interminable hours with Vivian, I’ve missed a call from Julian. I play the voicemail immediately.

“Hey, babe, my work trip is going better than expected.” Referring to these LA audition weekends as “work trips” when Julian has never made a penny acting is what he calls visualizing success. To be supportive, I play along.

And Julian has gotten closer to a big break. Just last month, he went viral for his role in a dog-food commercial where he and a Great Dane barked in tandem to Louis Armstrong’s “What a Wonderful World.” Coined “Hot Dog Guy” by the gods of TikTok, Julian’s sort-of big break was overshadowed by his questionable decision to accept payment in a cryptocurrency that we had neither heard of nor managed to access. That’s show business.

“They asked me in for a callback Monday, or maybe even Tuesday,” the voicemail continues. “Depends on the director’s schedule, but I’ll be here for a few extra nights.” He ends the message in the unoriginally coded way we always say I love you: “Sending three.”

Disappointed I won’t see him tonight as planned, I remind myself that this is why we packed up our life in Reno six months ago and moved to Vegas in the first place. With my Nevada cosmetology license, this was the closest we could get to LA after Julian had a revelation that his calling was not his solid job in accounting but rather life on the big screen. The things we do for the people we love.

Completely oblivious of what’s to come, I text Julian a heart emoji before fumbling for the keyless entry fob that unlocks the front door to our loft apartment. Living here wasn’t my top choice. A so-called luxury building in an otherwise dodgy neighborhood, its amenities are little more than bells and whistles. Growing up with Grandmother, who found four-star hotels rather shabby, I would know.

“It’s like the glitchy spaceship those galactic movie characters are always forced to buy after they escape a kidnapping,” I’d told Adam after the viewing.

“Don’t you get veto power if you’re the one signing the lease?” Adam asked.

This was a fair point—Julian’s credit was shot, so our first shared apartment would be in my name only—but Julian had been so excited about the apartment that I hadn’t wanted to be a wet blanket. Plus, I’d assumed it was out of our price range. Only it turned out to be barely affordable because not everyone wants to talk to their appliances.

Inside the robot apartment I now call home, I kick off my shoes. The lights are operated by a shoddy voice-command system, but I rarely bother as it’s never really dark. Rumor has it that keeping all twelve million lights on the Strip illuminated makes it the most expensive attraction in the world. Living close enough to bathe in the ambient glow, potent despite the barrier of cheap IKEA curtains and the building across the street that blocks any view of the lights themselves, I believe it.

The space is sparsely furnished. A flimsy leaf-patterned privacy screen sections off the bedroom area in a way that I’d hoped would evoke elegance but is more reminiscent of a garage sale, which is indeed where we bought it. Other than that, there is an elephantine living room couch, left by the previous tenant because it was too big to get out the door (how it arrived is anyone’s guess), and a huge television that Julian bought over my objection that we couldn’t afford it.

I’m glad I lost that fight because it’s my only friend most nights. Tonight won’t be an exception, though maybe there will be a small cheese pizza in my future to spice up the evening. In anticipation, I flop down on the couch and take out my phone to order.

It’s only then that I see the SOS CALL ME!!!! text from Adam.

“Didn’t you see my missed calls?” he demands, his aggrieved face filling my phone screen. Video calls have become our thing since the move.

Distracted by Julian’s voicemail, I hadn’t. I start to tell him about Vivian’s semi-successful highlights and restraining order (no way will I fess up to the stolen gum), but he cuts me off.

“Is Julian off auditioning?”

“Yep.”

“Another dog-food commercial? He’d be perfect as the dog.”

“Very funny.” Adam hasn’t been a fan of Julian since the move, even less so as the audition weekends have increased in frequency.

“I’m not kidding,” Adam says. “There’s—”

He changes phone angles, and I get an unobstructed view of his ugly reindeer sweater. “Why are you dressed for Christmas in May?” I interrupt, partly because the sweater is truly hideous and partly because I don’t want to listen to yet another rant about Julian.

“People appreciate that I’m festive year-round.” Adam looks down at the googly-eyed reindeer. “My students love this outfit.”

“They’re six. Not exactly a tough demographic.”

“Enough distraction!” Adam holds up a stern hand in traffic-cop fashion. “Did you not see the SOS?”

“Oh, right. SOS.” I try to look appropriately receptive to the forthcoming bad news, though Adam’s SOS texts have sometimes been about Whole Foods running out of hummus.

“I’m going to send you a picture Maurice sent me—”

“You and Maurice are texting now?” I try to keep the amusement out of my voice. Until Adam recently developed a crush, Maurice was more my friend than his. My old debate partner from college, Maurice had fallen out of touch when he joined the Navy SEALs and did a bunch of top-secret stuff before moving back to Reno last year and reentering our lives (and Adam’s heart). For his part, Maurice seems oblivious to Adam’s feelings, which doesn’t speak well for his spycraft since Adam is about as subtle as a nuclear bomb.

“Yes, we text, but that’s hardly the point.”

“Fine, what is the point?”

“Do you remember Mr. Chippy?”

“From the Laughtacular?” When Julian first decided he wanted to be an actor, Adam had invited him to join his amateur improv class, and the resulting Laughtacular Showcase was hands down one of the most painful three-hour periods of my life. “Didn’t he move to Los Angeles?”

Adam nods his head, looking near to tears. At least now I know where this is going. Aksel Larsen, the statuesque Norwegian who bravely took on the role of Mr. Chippy the talking squirrel, had been the object of Adam’s unrequited love for the entirety of Improv Secrets 101.

“I am a better friend to you than Maurice.” Adam fans his face. “He sent me the picture because he knew I would do what had to be done, that bastard.”

“Can we speed this up? I was about to order a pizza.”

“Pizza won’t fix this.” Adam shakes his head sadly. “I’m going to forward what he sent me, but you need to promise not to freak out.”

“Okay,” I lie. I am fully prepared to freak out, if only to show solidarity with Adam for whatever his ex-crush Mr. Chippy has done now. But when Adam sends through the photo, I only squint. All I can make out is a passionate embrace between two men. Tousled hair, exposed skin, a surprising amount of glitter… but that could be the lighting.

“It’s from a music festival earlier today. Maurice was there. He took this photo.”

“On the bright side, you were right that Aksel’s into guys.” I focus on the positive.

“Can you not see who he’s kissing?” Adam looks close to stroking out.

I continue to squint. “Lights on,” I call. Despite my command, the room stays dark.

“Forget about the lights!”

“Lights on!” I try one more time. In the kitchen, the garbage disposal starts to whir. “This place! It’s like living in the opening scene of a slasher movie—”

“Zoom. In. On. The. Photo.” Adam’s tone is ominous.

With my thumb and forefinger, I enlarge the couple. Eyes closed, expression rapturous, features partially obscured by a baseball hat but—and now it’s obvious—so very familiar. And then I freak out.

“Is that—”

“Yes.” Adam hisses the word like he’s auditioning for the role of an evil wizard.

“Why is Julian kissing Aksel Larsen?” I try to keep hysteria at bay. Probably my first thought should have been one of outrage, but instead I find myself wondering: Has Julian ever kissed me that way?

“Oh, honey.” Adam’s tone is tragic. “Who wouldn’t kiss Aksel Larsen?”








Wasserman Bosch Attorneys

Basel, Switzerland

December 18, 1981

Dear Ms. Saint,

As discussed in our meeting last week, I have made discreet inquiries regarding your situation. If you are amenable, I suggest that you—or I on your behalf—reach out to the Department of Lost Things. This institution may be unknown to you, as it is to most, but through various government contacts, I have confirmed that the organization does the quiet work you seek.

To allay your concerns about legitimacy, permit me to recount what I have learned. Most agree that rumors of the Department existing unofficially prior to World War II are unsupported. Officially, the Department was founded in 1942 as an intergovernmental effort, much like the tribunals later established to prosecute war crimes. Though its later evolution is not publicly known, my sources believe that the Department ended up privately funded and populated by agents of government entities around the world. As a testament to the work undertaken, it is rumored that at least some of these agents volunteer their time without compensation or their governments’ knowledge or permission.

Despite unusual aspects of its structure (one contact referenced “spies playing Robin Hood”), the Department has historically provided services useful enough to ensure its independence. In many cases, world governments and international institutions cooperate with (and even defer to) the Department. In short, I believe they are best positioned to provide the necessary assistance, though contacting them is not without risk given your situation.

I remain available to further discuss at your convenience. Until then, I wish you and yours joyous holidays.

Sincere regards,

David Bosch

David Bosch

Partner
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Unaware that he had been photographed sucking face with the duplicitous Mr. Chippy, Julian at first denies everything.

I cry and rage-scream and then forward him the photo.

“Oh, shit,” Julian says, and then he hangs up on me. When I try to call back, it goes straight to voicemail.

“Get a good night’s sleep and then drive straight to Reno tomorrow morning,” Adam urges. “How many hair appointments would you have to cancel to spend the week with me?”

“Only two,” I sob, crying harder. “My clients don’t love me either.”

“People don’t want hair appointments”—Adam flounders but quickly rebounds—“in spring. Every hairstylist struggles in spring. Summer will be your season, angel. Until then, get thee to Reno. I’ve already stocked the freezer with your favorite flavors.”

Snot is running down my face. “I need to be here when Julian rushes home to beg for my forgiveness.” Which he will. Probably.

Little Voice makes an oatmeal noise. Adam clears his throat. I swallow an Ambien to take the edge off heartbreak’s rat teeth, currently shredding my insides.

The next morning, my calls to Julian still aren’t going through, and my texts remain unanswered.

Are you seriously ghosting me? I demand midmorning.

Three dots appear and disappear under my message, but in the end, Julian doesn’t respond.

In retribution, I tear through his side of the closet and nightstand, plus his drawers in our shared desk. I already knew that Julian took his laptop and phone, but now I notice with alarm that his favorite T-shirt, only nice suit, and fancy designer jeans are gone too. As is our largest suitcase, the one that is far too big for a weekend trip.

Seeing the hole where the suitcase used to be is like a punch in the gut. How long have these things been missing? There was no audition. That’s evident. What about all the other weekends? For the first time, it hits me that Julian may not be in the midst of a fleeting bi-curious indiscretion, that he might have been slowly leaving me for weeks or even months.

I sit down in the closet and cry against the legs of Julian’s shitty everyday jeans, which smell faintly of laundry detergent but nothing like him. The thought that he may never return makes my heart stutter. Then I think about potentially having to date again, and it stops altogether.

“I blame myself,” Adam says when I call from my crumpled position in the closet. “I mean, it was never a great sign that his name is Julian. It’s a very mercurial name. And then he got too hot for his own good.”

“Thanks.”

“You know what I mean. Classic story of boy meets theater.” Adam sighs. “I never should have introduced him to the Reno amateur thespian scene or suggested that gym membership. It was a recipe for disaster. I mean, I’m the reason he met Aksel, though in my defense, I was sure that if Aksel was going to make out with anyone, it would have been me—”

Call waiting beeps. “It’s Julian,” I whisper urgently.

“Why are you whispering?”

“I’m in the closet.”

“You’re in the closet? Because that’s hilar—” Adam starts, but I hang up before Julian can be diverted to voicemail.

“Hello?” I crawl out of the mess of tangled clothes. The closet is not the right energy for this call. “Julian?” My voice is breathless.

“Are you jogging?”

“No.” I haul myself to my feet like a drunkard and move into the kitchen.

“You sound winded.”

The conversation doesn’t get much better from there. I want to ask about the missing suitcase and if he has left me for good, and if so, why his voicemail pretended he would be gone only a few days, and whether he wants to come back but worries I couldn’t forgive an affair, let alone one with a man, and, speaking of that, if he is still attracted to women—scratch that, to me—but it all feels too fraught for a phone conversation.

“Just come home and we’ll talk about it,” I say. The question of whether our relationship has a future is one that should be addressed in person.

“I need time, Lu.” Julian sounds as if he’s been attacked by the dog in the Hot Dog Guy commercial and then chased barefoot for several miles over rough ground.

But sympathy is beyond me. Instead, rage spikes like quicksilver in a thermometer. Before I can reply, I hear a distinctly resonant voice coming from somewhere terribly close to Julian. Visions of the spectacularly horrible Laughtacular flood my memory, the chattering Mr. Chippy nibbling imaginary nuts in a way that now seems premonitory.

“You’re still with”—I hear myself and channel less of a cat-caught-in-bear-trap vocal register—“him?”

The connection goes silent, as if I’ve been muted.

“How long has this been going on, Julian?” Behind me, the garbage disposal starts up. “Dammit!” I’m not sure which of them I’m addressing.

“Lu, I have to go.” Julian’s voice comes back over the line.

“Don’t go.” I hate that I’m pleading but can’t stop myself. “We have to talk—”

“Hello?” Julian shouts into the phone. “What’s that noise?”

“It’s the stupid garbage disposal.” My voice is as choppy as the grinding.

“What? Bad connection! I can’t hear you.”

“I know you can hear me.”

“Hello?”

“Julian, I’ve watched you do this a million times with your mother. I know—”

The line goes dead. He hung up on me. Again.

When I text Adam, his response is immediate: Cancel those 2 clients & abandon that glitchy MF apartment immediately. My couch is your couch.
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Wasserman Bosch Attorneys

Basel, Switzerland

June 17, 1982

Re: Department of Lost Things

To Whom It May Concern:

I write on behalf of my client, Genevieve Saint, who has recently come into information about an emerald necklace that, despite extensive investigation on our part, has dropped out of public view. If helpful for your inquiries, this item was previously owned by famed French courtesan Esther Lachmann, professionally known as La Païva, and—my client believes—later passed into the possession of Professor Mordechai Baum, a resident of Berlin who died in the Dachau concentration camp in 1942. Based on our inquiries, the necklace has not been seen since the end of World War II.

Your organization is known for its discretion in assisting those wrongfully parted from their belongings, and my client wishes to inquire if you have (or can obtain) any information about this item and the person or persons who may currently possess it.

Should you have, or in the future come into, such information, my client would appreciate hearing from you and would compensate accordingly for your time and efforts.

Sincere regards,

David Bosch

David Bosch

Partner
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I can see you standing, honey, with his arms around your body…” I’m belting out Taylor Swift’s “exile” when Adam comes home from work. He has an armful of Chinese takeout, which fills me with apprehension. Our most sensitive conversations always involve egg rolls. I immediately fumble for my phone to stop the song, but it’s too late.

“How many times has this been on repeat?” Adams asks. Before I can answer, he holds up a hand. “Don’t answer that question.”

It’s probably for the best, so I stay quiet.

Adam sighs dramatically. “Did you at least leave the apartment today?” He tries to sound conversational, but I hear the judgment lurking.

I am tempted to lie but don’t have the energy. A week after abandoning my robot abode and driving eight hours to flee soul-crushing heartbreak and take up residence on Adam’s pull-out sofa, I have hardly moved.

Adam unloads cartons of takeout onto the coffee table. “As your oldest, dearest, and frankly most spectacular friend, I feel compelled to tell you that you are a hot mess right now. This”—Adam waves a set of chopsticks like Edward Scissorhands around the specter of my unwashed hair, baggy sweatpants, and DO OR DO NOT, THERE IS NO TRY Yoda T-shirt—“is not a hygienic situation.”

I brace for a hostile retort, then deflate. It’s hard to claim the high ground when I’ve been wearing the same outfit for three days. “Let’s be honest, my looks have never been my strong suit.” I try for a joke, but the words come out heavy.

“I did not accept an invite to a pity party.” Adam’s expression is firm. “You have everything dysmorphia and low self-esteem. Basically, you’re an unreliable narrator. The girl at the kitchen sink or whatever. We’ve been over this—I’m not here to be the clichéd gay bestie where you drip mascara and self-hatred, and I give a sprightly pep talk. Did you watch that Brené Brown video I sent?”

My face must look like I feel because Adam immediately halts his lecture. “I’m way ahead of myself. We need wine.” As he moves toward the kitchen, I hear him mutter under his breath, “Like, a lot of wine.”

Sharing a small one-bedroom apartment would strain even the best of friendships, let alone when one friend is a shut-in weathering an imploding engagement. The problem with the hardest of times is that you need more than a hug and a cookie to bounce into the next chapter. More like you need to be carried through barbed wire and up a mountain and then allowed to eat all the food in your friend’s backpack and hog the fire in the shelter they built single-handedly, and then you need them to do the same thing for you again, day after day, until you manage to get your shit together. In short, I offer Adam little in return for his hospitality beyond my sparkling personality. Sparkling being, of course, a euphemism for dark and deeply depressed.

Adam returns with a cheap bottle of red and two wineglasses. He fills both to the brim, lips pinched so tightly that I know he’s forcing himself to wait before launching into whatever he wants to say.

I take my glass. “Just say it.”

Adam thrusts the egg rolls in my direction.

“Don’t try to soften this with an egg roll!”

“Aren’t we going to cheers?” Adam puts the carton down and reaches for his own wineglass.

“Fine.” We never miss a cheers.

“To honesty.” Adam makes the word sound like the gold standard of qualities.

“To being nonjudgmental.” I adopt the same tone.

We clink glasses, a little harder than necessary.

“It has to be said, so I’ll say it.” Adam looks pained. “You know Julian may not come back, right?”

I feel my face contort.

“It may not be the worst thing.” Pity radiates from Adam’s eyes. “My personal feelings about Julian aside, you never liked Vegas anyway. Have you made a single friend there?”

I shake my head.

“It hasn’t even been a year since you left Reno. You can slide back into your life here—”

“Without Julian?” Angrily I shove an egg roll into my mouth. Stress-eating is one of my love languages.

“It’s not like you’re alone. You have me, your grandmother—”

“You know I don’t speak to her. And anyway, I can’t get out of the apartment lease for another—” I do a quick mental calculation. “Five and a half months. And the salon lease ends a month after that.” I reach for another egg roll as I mentally tally the numbers in my bank account after a week of not working. Rent for both will be tight this month, but the idea of being in that apartment without Julian—now or ever—feels like a mental health death sentence.

“Maybe you can call your old salon in Meadowood and see—”

“Do you know how glad they were to see the back of me?” I grab the veggie lo mein and dig in. “I was barely making ends meet before we moved, and it’s even worse in Vegas. I’ve been living off savings.”

I’d never admitted this to Adam before. He had counseled against moving and putting the lease in my name and had been right on both counts. But now he studiously avoids my gaze and utters not a single I told you so or Why doesn’t Julian find a way to pay his share? or You’re an idiot.

“Maybe it’s time to reconsider reaching out to your grandmother. She’d give you the money.”

A memory of Grandmother surfaces, the way she looked the last time I saw her four years ago, standing in front of the Swiss chalet she inherited from her late husband like one of Pissarro’s blurred pastel figures, the lake a sunset violet spill of paint behind the big windows and manicured shrubs covered in snow.

“If you’re leaving, then leave,” Grandmother had said. “But don’t think you’re taking anything of value out of this house.”

She had supervised my packing, sternly removing from my hands anything with significant resale value—the sapphire earrings she’d given me as a high school graduation present and the vintage Hermès handbag she had thought looked nicer on my arm than hers and old jewelry from previous marriages that she’d casually thrown my way, plus the small fortune of other luxury items I had in my closet. She must have intuited my plan to sell it all to start my new and independent life. What she did not intuit was that I would not be deterred from starting that life penniless.

In the end, I brought away very little: casual clothing and costume jewelry, a warm winter coat and a few pairs of shoes. So much of my childhood was left behind, and at the time, I didn’t mind leaving its remnants to molder. Later I regretted all that abandoned history but not enough to change my mind.

“No way,” I say to Adam. “I’m never talking to her again.”

“That’s a pretty bold statement to make about the person who raised you.” Adam’s tone is diplomatic.

“Your father raised you too,” I shoot back.

Adam flinches, and I immediately regret the words. Adam’s conservative father disinherited him when he came out the summer after we graduated from boarding school. I had cried with him after he hung up the phone the night he told his parents he would never marry a woman. He hasn’t seen anyone in his family or been back to Uganda since, though his mother still secretly calls him when his father is out. Had he gone home, he could have been imprisoned or even killed for being gay. He wants to believe that his father would never turn him in, but he can’t be sure.

Even so, he maintains that it was the price of being honest about who he is, and he doesn’t regret it, even though his timing was terrible because his father immediately withdrew all financial support for college. Without his father’s connections, Adam also lost his visa to stay in the United States. It was Grandmother who paid for the immigration lawyer who successfully petitioned for Adam’s asylum status.

Grandmother’s support for Adam did not extend to me joining him at “a state school in the middle of nowhere,” as she put it. In actuality, the University of Nevada, Reno hailed from the Biggest Little City in the World, but Grandmother didn’t want to hear it. Even before our last big fight, she’d threatened to cut off all financial support if I enrolled there instead of at her top choices: Harvard or the Sorbonne. That I didn’t have the grades or speak French were two other things Grandmother didn’t want to hear.

There was never a question of what I would do when UNR was the only school to offer Adam a full scholarship. Applying as an orphan, I got plenty of financial aid and joined him. As always, Grandmother kept her word. She didn’t give me a cent toward college, but I started taking courses toward my cosmetology license on the weekends and soon cut hair here and there to make ends meet.

“I’m sorry. I’m the worst. I didn’t mean that.” I offer Adam the last egg roll.

Adam takes a long swallow of wine, seemingly debating whether or not to be angry. As usual, his good nature wins, though he doesn’t meet my eyes when he takes the egg roll. His voice is calm when he finally responds. “I don’t want to forgive him today, but who knows about tomorrow? Sometimes we forgive the unforgivable, Lu. You don’t have to close yourself off to the possibility that you’ll change your mind.”

I want to argue, but given my cruelty of the moment before, I instead nod in silent penance.

“And also,” Adam continues, “the fact that you just went there shows me that you’re in an even worse place than I thought. You need to get yourself out of”—again he looks at my Yoda T-shirt—“whatever this is.”

He’s right. I can’t remember feeling this lost since my last stand with Grandmother.

“Pull up the leases,” Adam says. “Let’s see what they say about termination.”

An hour later, I’ve barely stopped short of licking the take-out cartons, and Adam has read out loud lots of boring legalese on tenant this and landlord that and something called force majeure that he is sure will be our ace in the hole.

Not being a lawyer himself, Adam calls Maurice to weigh in. Though also not a lawyer, Maurice is subjected to long passages of both leases that Adam reads out loud, over my objections that none of this is necessary until we’re sure that Julian isn’t coming back.

“Of course,” Adam says sweetly.

“Maybe offer to pay your way out of the leases?” Maurice suggests. “If you explain the situation, they might settle for a smaller amount.”

Adam gives me an exaggerated thumbs-up, as if Maurice has just told us the secret to nuclear fusion.

“Isn’t Maurice brilliant?” Adam sounds giddy when the call finally ends.

“Sure.” I start to clean up our dinner mess, rooting out the fortune cookies from the bottom of the takeaway bag. “Sounds like this one is for you,” Adam says after breaking his open. He reads out loud: “ ‘When I let go of what I am, I become what I might be. Lao Tzu.’ ”

“Huh. Because I let go of hairdressing and now I’m just loafing on your couch.”

“Point taken. What’s yours, then?”

I snap my own cookie cleanly in two and read, “ ‘Roads were made for journeys, not destinations. Confucius.’ ” I grimace. “Not sure I see any journeys in my future unless they’re free.” I remember the paid ad that had appeared yet again this morning in my feed.


Seeking a professional BOBN to deliver an account of a certain misadventure…. $25,000 success fee….



Probably a scam. But on the other hand, why not outsource delivering bad news if you could afford it? There were quirky wealthy folks paying for far stranger things.

Later that night, sleepless on the sofa bed that squawks like a seagull at my slightest movement, I tally all the things I could do with $25,000, especially if Adam is right that Julian and I are not en route to reconciliation. Sure, it sounds too good to be true, but what if it’s not?

It doesn’t take long to find the ad in my feed. After reading it through again, I click on the sunset avatar, but the profile for one “Taffy Waters” is set to private. This—along with the obviously fake name—should give me pause but only intrigues me further.

There’s no harm in applying, Little Voice says from her annoying vantage inside my head. It’s not like you have to hand over your Social Security number.

Insanity is doing the same thing again and again and expecting a different result, Einstein (or someone) said, and if anything is true, it is that.

I type slowly with one finger into the little private message window:


Dear Ms. Waters,

I am writing to apply to your advertisement for a Bearer of Bad News. I am not sure that I am a professional—I do hair for a living, and that is similar to a therapist because people tell you a lot of things: about partners who don’t do normal partner things and kids who don’t do normal kid things and bodies that don’t do normal body things. It makes you wonder what is normal and if it even exists because no one seems to think they have it. Anyway, I may not be a professional BOBN, but I have had a lot of bad news in my life. I’m not sure what news you need to get to your sister, but I would do my best to deliver it. I’m sorry you’re estranged. As someone familiar with family estrangement, I know how much it sucks. I haven’t spoken to my only known family for…



I stop and stare at what I’ve written. This stranger is not my therapist. I hit delete and try again.


Dear Taffy,

I am interested in the Bearer of Bad News position and consider myself an expert in both complex family dynamics and bad news. As for availability, I could leave tomorrow.

Sincerely,

Lucy Rey



Applying is not the same as accepting the position, Little Voice reminds me. Quickly, before I can think better of it, I hit send.






Dear Countess Waters,

Thank you for writing to Genevieve Saint. Ms. Saint sincerely appreciates your message. Unfortunately, because of the volume of fan mail Ms. Saint receives, she is unable to personally reply to each letter. However, please accept this autographed photo of Ms. Saint from her Oscar-winning performance in The Devil and the Doctor as a token of gratitude for being one of her beloved fans.

Sincere regards on behalf of,

Genevieve Saint

Genevieve Saint
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I wake to a ping. A notification box on my phone screen announces that I have received a new private message from Taffy Waters. Still half asleep, I click and read:


Dear Lucy,

You sound perfect. Can we discuss your qualifications at 12 pm PST? Video link below.

In joy,

Taffy



In joy? I hate Taffy already. With the wine-and-egg-roll insanity of last night behind me, it’s clear that responding to a sunset avatar was a mistake. But not one that’s too late to undo. I’ll simply cancel the interview.

Or should I take the interview? Obviously taking the job would be insanity. Wouldn’t it? How can you know unless you get more information? Little Voice politely inquires. Then I see the time on my phone and leap from the couch. I’m nearly late for my appointment with Miss Mary.

I have Maurice to thank/blame for having Miss Mary in my life. My second night at Adam’s, Maurice came over to offer booze and condolences and said something along the lines of: “My friend Mary is breaking into therapy.”

As if the two had coordinated beforehand (which they likely had), Adam immediately said, “Lucy, a little therapy would be great for you, don’t you think?”

“You would like her,” Maurice enthused before I could respond in the negative. “Mary’s nontraditional. She’s pioneering a different method, similar to Freud but without a medical degree.”

I had heard of social workers with strings of letters after their names that meant they could do what sounded exactly like therapy but without prescriptions.

“Her background is in theater,” Maurice continued. “Well, that and Nevada’s Department of Motor Vehicles. She retired last year after thirty years of cheerful service.”

Probably this should have deterred me, but it didn’t. I was desperate to get Adam off my back about how I should talk to someone, and an actual therapist was not in my budget. Miss Mary’s movement therapy with the friends-of-friends discount, however, was surprisingly affordable.

Movement Moments is a two-room establishment in a shopping complex with mostly vacant storefronts. The walls in the waiting room are covered with so many posters they could be wallpaper. A bumbling cartoon bee buzzes over BEE-LIEVE IN YOURSELF. A rock climber clings to a cliff under a bold DON’T LET YOUR EXCUSES WIN.

Almost as soon as I walk in, the door to the inner sanctum dramatically bangs open. The doorknob smashes into a poster of a roaring tiger haloed by COURAGE ISN’T FOR COWARDS.

“Darling, DARLING!” Miss Mary comes forth, neon caftan swirling. She looks like a sherbet flavor, the outfit taking almost all attention away from her face, which sags. She is old, but her eyes are merry.

However weary her face, Miss Mary’s hat is having none of it. The jaunty cloche in deep peacock blue has a little red dragon peeping from behind a large ostrich feather. Nobody puts Miss Mary in a corner.

“My fiancé hasn’t called—” I start.

Miss Mary cuts me off. “No talking. Your body does the talking here.”

This, I will learn, is the shortcoming of movement therapy. During our intake call, I told Miss Mary the whole Julian sob story and got the spiel on her movement therapy philosophy. The body knows what the heart needs, Miss Mary believes. Talking comes from the head, which can’t be trusted. This might be true, but I still want Miss Mary’s head to tell my head that Julian’s actions don’t mean what Adam thinks.

I try to speak again, but Miss Mary loudly shushes me and waves me into what she calls the Space. Covered with speakers, the room isn’t a technological masterpiece so much as a collection of any old speaker from any old junk heap. Small, large, rusted, new, rectangular, circular, octagonal—as if the multifaceted eyes of dozens of different insects were plastered at random over the wall by a mad scientist. For reasons that are not visually apparent, the room smells of overripe strawberries.

“Lights out?” Miss Mary asks.

“Yes, please.” The lights go out, though I can still see a seam of silver under the door and the glowing screen of Miss Mary’s phone.

The floor of the room has a small trampoline, a king-size mattress covered in throw pillows with deep purple sheets (no visible stains, but it’s certainly a forgiving color), and a Twister game board placed over several thick yoga mats duct-taped together.

“What is your theme song?” Miss Mary had asked during our call.

I hadn’t had an answer.

“The key to a good theme song is the energy,” Miss Mary had advised. “It’s not a song you sit on the couch and cry to. It’s the song that makes you feel so much something that you want to move. Good feelings, bad feelings, whatever, as long as you can’t sit still when you hear it.” We had spent the better part of the call (longer than one would expect for a free consult) finding mine, mostly through trial and error as Miss Mary piddled her way around Spotify.

“The same one we discussed?”

I nod, and a few seconds later Dolly Parton’s “Jolene” blares from the speakers.

“Let your body lead,” Miss Mary hollers over the noise.

That’s all the encouragement I need to launch into an angry-awkward-flailing-one-person mosh pit. Am I moving along with the melody? Maybe not, but frustration and sadness and fear for my future and whether my relationship is dead and whether I’ll ever find the love I so desperately want and a million other emotions jerk my limbs like a rogue puppet.

“Please, don’t take my man,” I beg along with Dolly.

Miss Mary materializes at my shoulder, frowning. “Maybe it’s time for a new song.”

Without my input, she pulls out her phone and pokes at it. “Survivor” by Destiny’s Child bursts out of the speakers, lyrics projected in large font on the wall. Miss Mary’s tech savvy is impressive.

The voluminous folds of her caftan sway, and Miss Mary commands, “Sing!”

It takes me a beat to get the hang of it, but by the time we get to the chorus, I’m game. “I’m a survivor,” I come in a bit uncertainly, but after a few lines feel myself cracking open.

“I’M A SURVIVOR,” I bellow.

“Yes!” Miss Mary encourages.

I picture Julian insisting that we move to Las Vegas even though I knew no one there and leaving me alone for so many weekends in the creepy broken-tech apartment with the fancy appliances that constantly malfunctioned and running away with Mr. Chippy.

Something blooms in my chest, lava-hot and snarling. I violently kick at the mattress.

“Let it out, let it out!” Miss Mary’s voice is approving, gleeful even.

And then I start to sob uncontrollably. My face feels hot and almost blistered. I stand in the middle of the room, hands slack by my sides, tears coursing down my face. My voice catches and wavers pathetically.

“Enough.” Miss Mary kills the music. “Shall we close with something less angry?”

I nod. Movement therapy ends so quickly. Or, rather, twenty minutes is all I can afford of movement therapy.

The Bengsons blare from the speakers. Simple positivity and a folksy middle-aged singer with a voice like an angel.

“This is the keep going, keep going, keep going on, keep going on song…” The lyrics appear on the wall again, and Miss Mary nudges me until I sing, and then she joins, our voices off-key and equally unlikely to attract any music deals.

The song ends. Instead of feeling better, the huge fissure inside of me sizzles like water thrown into a firepit. I feel more out of sorts than when I came in.

“Do you think Julian will come back?” I ask as Miss Mary runs my credit card.

Miss Mary adjusts the dragon on her hat, which has fallen askew sometime during our session. “Maybe you’re asking the wrong question.”

I stare at her blankly. “What is the right question?”

Miss Mary cocks her head but doesn’t answer, the little dragon waggling as if summoning magic. I battle the urge to punch her hat dragon in its smug little face. What am I paying you for? I want to ask, but I’m paying so little that I probably got my money’s worth just from the electricity used during my session.

Resigned, I turn to go, my back bowing under what feels like a great weight. Miss Mary sighs, as if she expected more from me. “Only you know the right question, sugar.”

But I don’t know the right question. I’m not going to find it on Adam’s couch either. Given that my options to get off his couch are limited, I squeal out of the parking lot with all the horsepower my ancient Prius can muster. If I hurry, I can still make it back in time for my interview with Taffy.





Department of Lost Things: Case File 1982-024, Record 2

ARCHIVES

Inaugural Case Note


The following background information on the referenced emerald necklace was assembled based on the details provided in Record 1*:

Provenance: Emeralds bought by Count Guido Henckel von Donnersmarck (1830–1916) and fashioned into a necklace as a gift for his mistress and later wife, famed French courtesan Esther Lachmann (aka La Païva) (1819–1884), whose son (1840–1882) from a prior relationship is the grandfather of Mordechai Baum (1900–1944). Though there is no official record, La Païva appears to have given the necklace to her son, who passed it down to his descendants. In its last known sighting, the necklace was worn to the opera by M. Baum’s wife in a photograph in the society pages of Berliner Tageblatt in 1922 (see attached). Currently unknown if M. Baum has any living descendants.

The directors of the Department of Lost Things have convened a meeting and voted 4 in favor, 3 against to open Case 1982-024 into the whereabouts of this necklace.




	
* Due to “scheduling” (but perhaps indicating a change of heart in referring this case?), G. Saint (and her lawyer) have so far been unavailable for interview.
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Taffy Waters shines bright as an artificial light. She could be thirty-five or sixty. Likely sculpted by expensive serums, creams, fillers, freezers, and plastic surgery, her face has the ageless look of Madame Tussaud’s wax. Somehow the human eye can still recognize the absence of youth, but there isn’t a single wrinkle or gray hair to blame.

Even over video, Taffy’s pink tracksuit looks puppy soft and likely to have some sort of adjective on the butt like Moist or Jiggly or Scrumptious. Behind her, a huge tropical plant sits in front of floor-to-ceiling windows, beyond which I can glimpse a little square of lush garden.

My first impression is one of eccentric wealth, and I feel a flutter of excitement behind my breastbone. This was, after all, the best-case scenario—someone rich enough to outsource all of life’s unpleasantries, including bad news bearing.

“Hello, hello!” Taffy chirps at me through Adam’s laptop, filling the screen with doll eyes and a too-big smile with too-white teeth. She has dimples, but I am not charmed. “I’m Taffy Waters. So pleased to meet you.”

Is her name really Taffy Waters? I hadn’t been expecting that.

“It’s wonderful to meet you too.” I try for an equally big smile and resist the urge to tug at the collar of the work shirt Adam reserves for parent-teacher conference days. It was the only thing clean and pressed enough in the house to qualify as interview-ready, and I hope that the torso-up view will obscure the ill fit. At least she can’t see my sweatpants. Business on top and narcolepsy on the bottom.

“I don’t see the resemblance to Genevieve,” Taffy muses, tapping a manicured nail against her plump bottom lip.

My heart sinks. Taffy knows about Grandmother.

“And that scar! What on earth happened to you?”

She doesn’t wait for me to respond, which is absolutely for the best.

“You’d think Genevieve Saint of all people would know the best plastic surgeons.” Taffy’s face freezes in an expression of horror, voice dropping into a whisper. “My God, was that the best they could do?”

As if blinded by the glare of an interrogator’s spotlight, I blink rapidly. I must look as speechless and overwhelmed as I feel because Taffy’s face morphs into marshmallow sweetness.

“Oh, no!” Her chagrin seems sincere. “There I go again. Open mouth, insert foot, Taffy!” She laughs with the awkwardness of someone familiar with committing and then apologizing for gaffes. “The scar’s not that bad! It’s really not. And how lucky it’s only on the side of your face, just your jaw, really. And the rest of you is simply gorgeous!” Another forced laugh and then Taffy pauses—waiting, I expect, for me to reassure her that it’s perfectly fine that she turned my appearance into the first order of business in our conversation.

My desperate search for a response fails, and I feel my stomach cramping. Can I simply hang up on her? I wish we were in person so that I could even the score by snatching a little something from her purse.

Remember the $25,000 success fee, Little Voice reminds me.

“And that scar has not been holding you back.” Taffy continues to dig herself into an ever-deeper hole. “I mean, I’ve seen your fiancé—of course I checked your social media before our little chat—and he’s quite the looker! And honestly, now that I keep staring at you, I don’t even notice the scar anymore. There is something quite striking about you, really. Just like Genevieve. I see it now.”

Oh my God, how do I make her stop? My face feels frozen. I want to ask her how she knows about Grandmother, but I can’t find the words.

“Without the scar, you’d be almost too beautiful,” Taffy careens on. “It’s only fair, honey. Not that I can relate personally; I wasn’t born beautiful. But I’ve been happily married for fifteen years. The secret to that, I don’t mind telling you, is not marrying for looks.” Taffy finally comes up for air with a significant look.

I force out my best oatmeal noise.

Taffy reaches offscreen, her hand returning into view with a crystal glass full of ice water (or vodka, which would explain a lot). “I’m quite parched, and we haven’t even started yet!” She takes a delicate sip. “Do you know that some people hate the taste of water?”

I shake my head.

“I know, I can’t believe it either. How can you hate the taste of water? It’s like hating the smell of fresh air. Do you personally know anyone who hates the taste of water?” Taffy’s gaze is frank. From somewhere offscreen, a dog, or maybe several dogs, start to bark.

Again, I shake my head, wondering if “water” is some sort of code.

“Me neither.” She sighs. “Maybe it’s fake news. Anyway”—another bright smile—“that’s more of a sidenote. You are quite easy to talk to. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but you’re likable, which is a relief.”

Taffy appears to jot something on a piece of paper. “So, check for square one. Very good listener. I’m adding the very because I really am impressed. You’d think listening would be about the easiest thing anyone could do, but I can tell you from experience that it’s one of the hardest. If you knew Coco—well, let’s just say that my sister is a talker, but only to the right sort of person. A listening sort of person. And she’s not exactly a straightforward communicator.”

The barking gets louder, so it’s possible I misheard. “I’m sorry, did you say your sister’s name is Coco?”

“Taffy and Coco—isn’t that adorable?” Taffy looks thrilled. “I came up with the nickname myself.”

A laugh is forcing its way up my throat, and it takes all my strength to choke it down. “It’s the cutest,” I confirm with a straight face. Who’s the actor now, Julian?

“I have to be honest, I had a feeling you’d be perfect for this position. Really perfect. This is not the place or time to air dirty laundry, but it’s clear you have dirty laundry and haven’t aired it, and that’s also attractive to me. Quite attractive.” Taffy pauses, as if waiting for me to agree, or perhaps throw all my laundry in her face right over the video call.
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