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	“Anything uttered after midnight in a bar can be dismissed as rubbish. Especially if said rubbish is prefaced with the ol’ This is a true story.” Trucker Holmes took a sip from a tumbler splashed with the remnants of a watered-down Negroni. A dried half orange slice clung to his lips as the clock struck midnight. “That said, this is a true story.”
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	Walk-Ins Unwelcome

	

	It was nine in the morning, early July, with the sun trying to break through brittle newspapers pasted across the floor-to-ceiling windows of a large, empty retail space known as Suite 1402B. A snoring mass of humanity was hunched over a ramshackle countertop that, in a past life, had been a key feature of commerce. Cashiers on one side asking the paying customers questions, “Care to join our premier plus perks program? Or are you already a premium partner?” Now it was no more than an uncomfortable makeshift bed, and the questions had been replaced by empty airplane bottles of Campari, and Sweet Vermouth, and a hacked-up clementine skewered by a dull Swiss Army knife. 

	The hulking, snoring mass had a name, several names actually. Some were nicknames, some were impromptu insults, some he would need to invent on the fly as part of his work. But his birth certificate on file somewhere in the electronic bowels of Hollywood Presbyterian Medical Center, formerly known as Queen of Angels Hospital, read:

	 

	CERTIFICATE OF LIVE BIRTH

	DOB: 5 – 25 – 1983

	Name: Trucker S. Holmes

	Sex: Male

	Mother: Elisabeth P. Holmes

	Father: —

	Location: Queen of Angels Hospital, Los Angeles, California

	 

	Trucker was safe. The sunlight could not break through the window-papered periodicals to interrupt his snoring. The failed sunshine merely blanketed him and the entirety of the empty retail space in a warm aged-paper glow.

	He was safe. Safe from the sunshine, but not the outside world filled with people going about their important people business. One of these people going about their business did what the sunshine could not; they woke Trucker Holmes from his slumber with a knock on the door of Suite 1402B.

	Trucker attempted to ignore the disruption to his very much needed yet uncomfortable rest, but the knocking continued. He visualized the knuckles as they wrapped against the papered glass door in a faint yet steady and polite cadence. A woman, middle-aged, petite. He deduced the mindset connected to these feminine knuckles tapping against a clearly closed storefront with no signage. Lost? Confused? The knocks politely continued and became a touch stern. Too determined. They’re not lost. “Did I lock the door?” Trucker mumbled to himself. “I hope I locked that door.”

	The door slowly opened.

	“Damnit,” Trucker mumbled again. “I gotta remember to lock that door. This is not a great neighborhood.” 

	In walked a woman with an exceptional blonde dye job, wearing an athleisure style, flamingo-pink tennis dress. A thin white scarf draped over her shoulders and a Row Margeaux tote bag held loosely in her hands. She stood before the resting Trucker and said, “Hello . . .”

	Trucker raised his head. He slid off the countertop, knocked the airplane bottles and skewered orange to the floor, grabbed an old cashier stool, propped it upright, and slumped upon it. “We’re closed,” Trucker coughed. “Regardless, don’t take walk-ins.”

	The woman paced back and forth in front of Trucker. She examined the countertop, shoddy shelving, and leftover artifacts of the former retail space. “Nice place you have here.”

	“Ya know, it’s rude to lie to strangers. Or anyone for that matter. Let alone as a conversation starter,” Trucker quickly reached underneath the countertop, which startled the woman and made her fingers clutch tightly around her designer tote. Trucker dug out a plastic costume helmet wrapped in broken Christmas lights and tossed it to the woman, who made no attempt to catch it as it bounced around her pristine pink running shoes.

	“I lease the place out to a Halloween shop for a month in the fall. A holiday décor company in the winter. Some tax guys set up shop in the spring. And if I remember to contact them, some ladies sell pencils, notebooks, and binders toward the end of summer,” Trucker said. “But, you’re not here for the space. So, who are you? And what do you want?”

	“My name is Heather Young, and I need your help,” she said.

	“You’re not here with bone cancer and an insurance policy, are you?” Trucker asked dryly.

	“Excuse me?” Heather asked.

	“Nothin’,” Trucker said. “How’d you find me? How’d you know to come here? Like I said, I don’t do walk-ins.”

	“That’s what they said,” Heather responded. “No walk-ins.”

	“Who are they?” Trucker asked, then guessed. “Some group of organized gossipers?”

	“Mompowered,” Heather answered. “It’s online. They said you are the best.”

	“Did they tell you about my app?” Trucker held up his cellphone and shook it back and forth. “Cuts down on conversations that start with lies. Also makes sure I get paid.”

	“They did,” Heather said and fumbled her phone from her tote. “But I am a bit of a klutz with technology.”

	“I am surprised they knew where to find me,” Trucker said. “Quite informed, these online moms.”

	“They also said you were sober,” Heather pointedly said.

	“I quit drinking ten years ago,” Trucker responded.

	“I can smell the liquor from here,” Heather said. “And . . . those cute little bottles.”

	“I’ve been sober for ten years,” Trucker said. “Last night was a hiccup. A statistical anomaly. Much like a bunch of online moms being accurate.” Trucker stood up. He clawed through his thick salt and pepper hair and straightened out his six-foot one frame that was carrying an extra twenty-five pounds, give or take. He shifted in his clothes, smelled his shoulder and guesstimated they could make it another day, maybe two, without needing a wash.

	Trucker rubbed his watery bloodshot eyes with the palms of his hands and began to size up the Mompowered member Heather Young in as fast of a fashion as he could manage. She was either coming from or going to Pilates or yoga or shopping. Or all three. There is most likely a black or silver new-model luxury electric SUV with vanity plates parked outside. Several plastic surgery procedures, but all remarkably well done. Probably doctor Stevens or Yameen. She was clinging to youth. But in this world, who wasn’t? A semi-colon tattoo had been lasered off her left wrist. The removal was also well done, but it was there. Her handbag alone could cover the lease of this place for half the year. No wedding ring. But a silver band on her right hand, fancy but not incredibly expensive. Hard to make out. Green glint from a gem turned inwards. Trucker squinted. Opposite the gem were three engraved letters: CTR. Chose the right. She was or is a member of the Latter-day Saints. Which might explain her willingness to drive to a crappy neighborhood based solely on the advice of online strangers. Faith was funny like that.

	All of this could be helpful, or not. In any specific moment, it was notoriously difficult to see what could be useful.

	“What can I do for you, Heather?” Trucker asked.

	“My baby is missing,” Heather said.

	Trucker leaned on the countertop, “Baby baby? As in crying without a rattle and binkie? Or baby, as in your Jack Russell terrier . . . or boyfriend . . . or car . . . or —”

	“— my son. My baby, Edward. He is missing.”

	“How long?”

	“It has been two days.”

	“I assume you went to the police before plunging headfirst online?”

	“I did. I went to the police immediately. An hour after I realized he hadn’t called. He always calls.”

	“And what did the police say?”

	“They said nothing! They had me file a report,” Heather stammered. “That was it. And I was persistent.”

	“I have no doubt,” Trucker said. “Let’s back up a sec. How old is Edward?”

	“Eddie is twenty-two.”

	“Well, I think I may understand the initial law enforcement reaction,” Trucker kindly explained. “A twenty-two-year-old son did not call his mother within the hour she expected her phone to ring. Please take no offense, because none is intended, but that does not reach an emergency response level in Los Angeles. Probably not even in Wichita.”

	“But it has been two days now! And nothing.”

	“Okay,” Trucker said. “Let’s keep our wits about us and go over some questions.”

	Heather calmed herself and said, “Okay.”

	Trucker thumbed through his phone, “By the way, all these questions are available on my app when applying to be a client. Just a heads-up. Also, don’t report back to the empowered moms that I take walk-ins now. Walk-ins are always unwelcome. But, since you are here,” Trucker propped himself up on the countertop and went through a preliminary checklist, “Okay, let’s knock some of these out. Name is Edward Young. Age, twenty-four. Sex, male. Current whereabouts are unknown, missing. Where is his place of residence?”

	“Home,” Heather said. “Home with me. He lives at the house.”

	“Okay, has he done this before? Disappeared or gone off on his own without contacting you?”

	“No. Never.”

	“Does he have any friends he might be with? Do you know where they may live?”

	“He doesn’t have any friends. But not because he isn’t likable. He is just very busy.”

	“Were there signs of disturbance at the house? Things out of order? Broken? Any signs of trouble?”

	“No. It was perfect. Nothing out of place.”

	“Is there any known person of concern? Anyone giving him grief? An estranged . . . parent? Any recent conflict with anyone of any kind?”

	“No.”

	“When was the last time Edward was seen?”

	“Almost exactly forty-four hours ago, at our home.”

	“Okay. And how certain are you that he is missing and not just late, or that there was some kind of miscommunication? On a scale —”

	“— There is no other explanation. None. He is missing. Something terrible has happened, I can feel it. I am not wrong.”

	Trucker slid off the countertop and put his phone away. This is why he stood by his rule of walk-ins being unwelcome. He didn’t enjoy telling people no to their face. Or saying no in general. On the app he could scan the information, realize that it was not a situation he wanted anything to do with. That it was a wild goose chase at best or a Kobayashi Maru at worst. If the rules were followed, all he would have to do is click a button declining his service and try to go back to sleep. But here stood walk-in Heather Young.

	“Heather,” Trucker said. “I sympathize. I really do. But —”

	“— I’ll give you ten thousand dollars, right now.” Heather pulled a stack of crisp, banded hundred dollar bills out of her designer tote bag. She waved the bundle of cash back and forth and tossed it toward Trucker, who made no attempt to catch it. “Ten grand to find my baby, today.”
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	Ten Grand Worth of Effort

	

	Out in the parking lot of the sometimes seasonal shop, Trucker watched Heather climb into a matte black electric Mercedes-Benz SUV. The license plate read 4EVA YNG.

	Trucker flicked through the crisp, banded stack of hundred-dollar bills. He waved goodbye to Heather and blew a soft long raspberry through his lips, imitating a cartoon car commanded by George Jetson, as her Mercedes silently whisked her away. He was not poking fun at Heather’s mode of travel. He would gladly pick one up himself if it weren’t for his current economic condition. A condition that made accepting ten thousand dollars to track down a maybe missing twenty-four-year-old man all the easier. Even if his gut told him to say no. 

	The truth of the matter was that Trucker had been getting plenty of client submissions through his introvert-approved app. Enough business for a real office and real assistants and maybe a real life. But he had started clicking the “no” button far more often than he ever selected “yes.” He wasn’t sure why but could guess it was because something in him was missing and he didn’t believe he had the effort inside himself to track down that missing piece. Regardless, that piece would have to remain lost for a little while longer. Because today he clicked “yes” and would somehow have to pull together ten grand worth of effort and locate Heather’s baby, Ed.

	Heather wasn’t lying when she said she was a klutz with technology. She seemed to have a complete lack of understanding of the world she was living in and how things truly work. Want to halt the march of time and natural deterioration? Pay a hairstylist and surgeon. They may as well be witches and wizards in her mind. Want to travel in complete luxury and feel like you are saving Mother Earth? Go down to the dealership warlocks on Figueroa, and give them your gold. Your son is missing? Find a sorcerer scout who is adept at tracking, and hand him a stack of hundreds. To Heather, money equaled access to magic. Maybe that was a reach. Maybe Trucker had that wrong. But over the course of his life, he had witnessed an uptick in that kind of thinking. People that seemed to be ignorant of reality, while they reaped the benefits of those that created it. Once again, maybe that was a reach and maybe Trucker was just being cynical, but then again maybe he was a sorcerer scout.

	One thing was certain. Heather did not know how to use all the features on her phone, aside from apparently the log-in screen for her Mompowered group. If she had delved a little deeper into her portable magical device, she would have found the family-locating service. 

	It took Trucker two minutes with Heather’s phone to find that she, or more likely a young mage at the cellular store, linked up her and her baby’s phone locations. 

	Ed’s phone was no longer turned on, but luckily its last known ping was not too ridiculously far from Trucker’s sometimes seasonal shop. It was but a couple hops, skips, and bus rides away, and there Trucker would be able to narrow his search.
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	Elbows, Auras, and Ice Cream

	

	It was a quarter past eleven by the time Trucker stepped off the Metro bus near Highland Park and the last known ping from Edward Young’s cellphone. The sidewalk was already radiating that low invisible shimmer like it was exhaling heat that it didn’t want. Cars baked in place. Even palm trees, framed against the bleached sky, looked as if their patience had evaporated, and pigeons were on phones with their lawyers to complain about intolerable working conditions.

	Trucker shuffled down the sidewalk through the wafting aroma of coffee, cannabis, car exhaust, and something slightly electrical. He patted the banded ten grand tucked into his left front pocket and took out his cellphone to look over a series of screenshots he had pulled from Heather’s phone. A shot of the family-locating service map and a few pics of Ed, all of which featured the faithful Heather Young hugging, kissing, and doting on her baby.

	Trucker stopped his shuffle. Here was the spot. The spot where Ed’s phone took its last batteried breath.

	There were a few options within eyesight that offered opportunities to gather information. Some, Trucker’s gut told him, would be more open to an honest back-and-forth with the least amount of pain. There was a lounge called The Velvet Elbow that was pretending to be a dive bar. A psychic advisor storefront a few doors down named The Aura Authority. And an ice cream shack across the street with a cardboard sign that read Our Sundae Best. 

	 

	The Velvet Elbow

	The average inattentive comer and goer may think that The Velvet Elbow had been here forever, as if it grew from the cracks in the hot sidewalks sometime in the seventies and had never left. It wanted you to think that. There was a flickering and buzzing neon sign above the faux-relic’d door with the L in velvet burnt out. But the L wasn’t connected, and the flicker and buzz were too rhythmic to be anything but artificial.

	Caged light bulbs were strung under an amber awning over a tiny narrow patio lined with rust-stained metal stools. It wanted you to believe it had always been this way and always would be, but in truth, Trucker knew it was most likely commissioned by a design firm last summer in Echo Park at the behest of a hospitality group called Grit, Brass, and Ledger. Or something similar. Trucker didn’t know all of this for sure. But he felt like he knew it for sure. 

	The inside was no different. Exposed brick, retro and relic’d movie posters, a scratched-up jukebox programed and curated with playlists by some vinyl-obsessed intern back at the home office, a vintage pinball machine collecting dust by the door. The patrons looked the part: waxed jackets on a ninety-plus-degree day, packets of cigarettes that probably hadn’t been opened in two years. Everyone trying a little too hard to look like they were not trying at all. Trucker imagined that if he had to pee, he would find the men’s room tagged with sharpied quotes that seemed spontaneous but were regurgitations from social media posts dated two weeks ago. But Trucker didn’t have to pee and would never know. He also was open to the idea that he was wrong about all of this. That The Velvet Elbow was indeed authentic. It really didn’t matter one way or another at this moment; it was just an observation. What mattered was information leading to the location of one missing Edward Young.

	Trucker ponied up to a barstool upholstered with ruby-red faux leather and stitched with a logo of a whiskey bottle and took a seat.

	The bartender was prompt and had a light spring in her step. Her shaved head made the scripted tattoo above her left eyebrow all the more prominent. Trucker thought it said Poised or maybe Poison but didn’t want to stare to confirm one or the other.

	“What can I getcha?” the bartender said with a bubble.

	Trucker inconspicuously pulled a hundred from the bundle in his front pocket and put it on the bar. “Glass of water.”

	The baldy bartender quickly filled a pint glass with ice, hit the H2O from the bargun, and slid the refreshment on a coaster in front of Trucker.

	“That it? Nothing else to get ya going?” the bartender asked.

	“Nah,” Trucker took a sip, then pulled another hundred from his pocket and put it on top of the other. “Quit drinkin’ about ten years ago. Here because I am lookin’ for someone. Maybe you have seen ’em?”

	The bartender tilted her head and added a friendly smirk, “Ya know, it is bad manners to start a conversation with a lie.”

	“Excuse me?” Trucker asked.

	“You were here a few months ago. Completely blotted,” the bartender said. “Kinda hard to forget. You proposed marriage. To me. And a few others. Had to throw you out because you wouldn’t stop preachin’ about rainbows to the regulars.”

	Trucker looked around the place, at the décor that he previously meticulously judged. He did not remember being here before. At all. “Apologies,” Trucker said. “Must have been a hiccup. A statistical anomaly. Haven’t been a drinker for ten years.”

	“Well, you were that night. But it’s all good. You left without a fuss. Happens sometimes,” the bartender said as she took one of the hundreds and pushed the other back. “Who are you looking for, rainbow man?”

	Trucker held up his phone and showed the bartender a pic of Edward Young with his mother. 

	“Which one are we looking for?” the bartender asked.

	“The kid. Her son,” Trucker answered.

	“They look like a couple. Harold and a Barbie Maude,” the bartender said.

	Trucker turned his phone around and took a look. “I guess I could see that.”

	“When was this Harold supposed to have been here?” the bartender asked.

	“Would have been two days ago, Thursday.”

	“Hmm,” the bartender wrinkled her nose then scrunched her eyebrows. The tattoo definitely read Poised.

	“Remember anyone like him at all?” Trucker asked.

	“Yeah. I think so,” the bartender said. “He met a girl who was waiting for him at the bar. She was nothing like Barbie Maude.”

	“You sure?” Trucker asked.

	“I mean. Kinda,” the bartender answered. “It is not like they were throwing around engagement rings and causing a ruckus. But I am pretty sure they were here.”

	“Do you remember anything about them? What they were talking about? Anything?” Trucker asked.

	“They were . . . normal. I wasn’t eavesdropping,” the bartender racked her poised brain to remember as much as she could about a fleeting moment. “They knew each other and seemed friendly. Almost annoyingly so. Hmm. She was brunette. Pretty. Prettier than him. But they kinda had the same vibe. She got a little tipsy but nothing truly stupid.”

	“Anything else?” Trucker asked.

	“You’re lucky I remember that much,” the bartender answered.

	“True,” Trucker said. “Did they leave together?”

	“I don’t know,” the bartender said. “I think so. But who knows?”

	Trucker stood up and slid the declined hundred back to her. “Thanks a bunch. And again, apologies for before.”

	“Not a thing. Don’t worry about it,” the bartender said. “Good luck with finding Harold, rainbow man.”

	 

	THE AURA AUTHORITY

	From a near distance, the place looked innocent enough. The brick façade and scalloped awning had been painted periwinkle blue with cream trim. An antique brass bell dangled above the door, and “The Aura Authority” was spelled out on the windowed door in a loopy, harmless script. It could pass as a hobby shop run by a fairy godmother selling lavender soaps on ropes along with scarf and vest crochet patterns designed for wayward cats.

	But on closer inspection, Trucker could see the well-worn psychic shop staples. Poorly sculpted glass skulls propping up an array of books in the display window behind sun-faded, suction-cupped dreamcatchers. Some of the books featured were Talking to the Dead for Beginners, Reincarnation: You Were Somebody, and The Lemurian Diet: What the Ancient Aliens Ate. Chunks of different colored minerals were piled around the books and skulls. Handwritten labels on torn paper were strewn across the rocks that read Protection. Healing. Faith. And three sealed Mason jars were set to the side, all with the word captured scrawled on their lids, followed by random dates and times.

	Trucker reached for The Aura Authority’s door handle and noticed a small chalkboard hung by a piece of frayed hemp rope that let the public know: walk-ins welcome. That was good because he was about to become one.

	The antique brass bell jingled twice with dull enthusiasm as Trucker stepped inside.

	The air was immobile with the scent of mint and incense trying desperately to mask time and mildew in the overstuffed room. The lighting was uneven with a scattering of half-charged Himalayan salt lamps, contrasted by the hot sunlight coming in from the window display. 

	The wooden, planked floor creaked and squeaked under Trucker’s feet.

	Near the entrance was a narrow display case filled with “divine” jewelry and trinkets. Tangled chains with astrological symbols, necklaces strung with simple raw stones, and bracelets of coiled snakes. It was all severely overpriced, apart from a box of mood rings that were marked two for seven dollars.

	Behind the case stood a woman with the frame of a tall, wilted weed. She was easily two inches taller than Trucker, plus a decade older, and draped in a long plum smock that looked homemade. She leaned forward with her elbows on the glass and greeted Trucker with a knowing nod, as if she were indeed an authority on his aura.  But he assumed that the only truly supernatural possibility was that she could smell the ninety-eight hundred dollars in his front pocket. This wasn’t a problem. He would use her cash-focused bloodhound nose to his advantage. Anything could be used as an advantage, Trucker believed. Anything at all.

	“Hi!” Trucker greeted the woman. “My name is Jack Dawson, and I’m looking for a friend who may have happened by here a couple days ago.”

	“That’s strange,” the plum-smocked woman said with a rasp. “Isn’t your name Trucker S. Holmes?”

	Trucker kept his composure, “No. No. I think I would know my name.”

	“So, it is not Trucker S. Holmes?” she asked.

	“Nope. Jack. Dawson.”

	“Jack Dawson? Isn’t that the name of that actor in Titanic?” the plum-smocked woman asked.

	“That’s Leonardo DiCaprio,” Trucker said. “Jack Dawson is the character’s name. Same as mine. Very common name. Old English.”

	The room was suffocating — jammed with books, bottles, herbs, stones, statues, and shelves overflowing with nonsense — so much so that Trucker did not notice the thick black curtain at the back, embroidered with sigils and circles. 

	And then that curtain moved.

	From behind it emerged a short, portly, elderly woman with a slow crooked waddle. Her hair was long, silver, and pinned into a loop with what looked like a rod carved from some mythical animal horn. She wore a pitch-black floral caftan that blended with the fabric of the curtain, giving her the appearance of a floating head.

	She looked through Trucker and said, “Dear Mister Holmes, I am Madame LaBu. Come this way.”

	Behind the curtain was a fabric’d claustrophobic cave, suffocating and disorienting. A psychic tomb that may have seemed welcome to some desperate seekers looking for insight from an experienced clairvoyant, but all Trucker saw was a trap designed to separate those longing for clarity, comfort, or connection from their hard-earned cash. 

	The smell was intense, mint and mildew replaced with sandalwood and patchouli that certainly was not emanating from the candles that weren’t candles but plastic shells with flickering LEDs meant to mimic wax and flame. There was also a hint of corned beef and sauerkraut, the probable leftovers of a mystic Reuben takeout lunch basket. 

	A small octagonal table was centered in the dark chamber with a tufted and sauerkraut-stained parlor chair on one side. Madam LaBu took a seat and pointed across the room to a stack of folding chairs leaning against a wall. Trucker pulled one out, opened it up, and joined LaBu at her table.

	“Okay —” Trucker tried to start.

	“— Shhhh . . .” LaBu hushed. “Just listen. Listening is important.”

	On the center of the table was a simple quartz crystal lying upon a brass plate.

	Madam LaBu jerked her head backward and shuddered her shoulders. Trucker cocked an eyebrow.

	LaBu whipped her head forward and said in a hushed tone, “Oh my goodness. This is quite special . . . we have an archangel joining us.”

	The table began to rock, and the crystal moved slowly around the brass plate. “Is it you, Archangel Michael?” LaBu asked.

	The table jerked and the crystal popped upward.

	“Archangel Michael, are you here to talk to the man known as Trucker S. Holmes?” LaBu asked.

	Once again the table jerked and the crystal jumped.

	“Speak through me, Archangel Michael,” LaBu said and then continued slowly. Pausing slightly between each word and phrase, “Man. Piece. Of. Man. Missing. Given task from unexpected visitor. Fulfill task. Missing piece. Will return. When complete task.”

	“Umm,” Trucker tried to interrupt. “Can I ask some questions?”

	The table rocked violently, and the crystal spun around the brass plate. “Resistance,” Madam LaBu said with a scowl. “Resistance. Man. Child. Man is child.”

	“I just wanted to —” Trucker tried to interrupt again.

	“Cold,” LaBu kept going. “Closed-minded. Man. Not Ready. Man not ready to embrace truth.”

	Trucker coughed, “Done?”

	Madame LaBu shook her head as if she accidentally swallowed a bug. Which was entirely possible. She spoke plainly and normally and claimed, “It is not me. You have clearly upset the Archangel Michael.”

	“All apologies, Mike,” Trucker said.

	The table shook again. The crystal danced. 

	Madame LaBu began her staccato speech again, “Respect. Language. Language matters. Respect matters.”

	“Of course,” Trucker said. “Almighty Archangel Michael, may I humbly ask a question?”

	Madame LaBu nodded in affirmation.

	“Archangel Michael, has this lady been doing this for so long that she has started to believe the bit?”

	Madame LaBu was not amused but remained calm. Trucker was not the first nor would he be the last to question her gifts.

	“I mean, Angel Michael, has she been doing this for so long that she doesn’t realize she isn’t a spring chicken anymore, and it is obvious she is knocking the table around with her wonky foot, makin’ that discount crystal seem possessed? Does she even know she is doing this? Subconscious or a con, Mike? What do we think? A bit of both? Could always be both.”

	The table stopped rocking, and the crystal came to a halt on the brass plate.

	“Archangel Michael has left,” Madame LaBu announced.

	“That’s too bad, was about to tell him I was ready to embrace the truth,” Trucker said. “The truth that a few months ago I obviously wandered in here after getting blind drunk at The Velvet Elbow, and I don’t remember any of it, but you guys do.”

	Madame LaBu’s entire face shifted as if another personality had taken over entirely. She appeared to lose her color, her cheeks became gaunt, and the irises of her eyes darkened to nearly black. It was as if she suddenly became the antagonist in a black and white horror movie with a shrunken field of view. Aside from LaBu’s partner-in-crime’s bloodhound nose set to detect cash, this was the only other nearly unexplainable supernatural thing that Trucker had witnessed since he walked into the shop. But he knew it was still explainable and purely psychological. 

	“You thought we were a public men’s room,” LaBu said.

	“Yeesh, sorry,” Trucker apologized.

	“You peed in our enchanter’s cauldron,” she said.

	“Oh my god, really sorry,” Trucker said, and meant it.

	“You wouldn’t stop talking about rainbows,” LaBu continued.

	Trucker put his head in his hands.

	“We were going to call the police, but you left on your own,” LaBu explained. “We nearly changed our walk-in policy, but foot traffic is sixty-four percent of our business”

	Trucker reached into his front pocket, peeled off a hundred from the strap of cash, careful not to expose the full bundle, and placed it on the brass plate, covering the crystal.

	Madame LaBu looked at Trucker, looked at the hundred, and then looked back to Trucker.

	Trucker reached into his pocket, peeled off another hundred, placed it on top of the other, and said, “One for the performance. One for cauldron cleanup.”

	Trucker flipped through his phone, showed Madame LaBu one of the photos of Ed, and asked, “Have you seen this man?”

	LaBu repeated the routine of glancing at Trucker, the cash, and back to Trucker.

	“Last one,” Trucker said as he placed a third hundred on the brass plate and showed the photo of Ed again. The color returned to LaBu’s face, and her eyes brightened. She looked closely at the phone as Trucker swiped through multiple shots of Ed, all of which featured his doting mother, Heather. “Have you seen him?” Trucker asked again.

	“Is he cheating on this woman?” LaBu asked.

	“That’s his mom.”

	“Hmm. Very close. Too close.”

	Trucker asked again, “Was he here?”

	Madame LaBu jerked her head backward, and the table began to tremble.

	“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Trucker interrupted and put his hands on the table to stabilize it. “No fake angels necessary. This can just be between me and you, LaBu.”

	Madame LaBu slowly brought her head back down, and the table stopped trembling.

	“He was here,” LaBu said.

	“And?” Trucker asked.

	LaBu glanced at the three hundred dollars.

	“No more hundos,” Trucker said. “Can you tell me anything at all that is useful? Go against your usual judgment if that is possible. See how it feels.”

	Madame LaBu exhaled and recalled, “He was a good boy. Very polite. Very put-together in appearance, yet naïve. Very open to the spiritual process. Intrigued by my divine gifts. He was with a woman. Not mother. She was also polite, but not naïve. She seemed to barely tolerate him and the sanctity of my spirit realm. I do not believe she truly liked him, yet there was something between them. They were bonded beyond this world.” 

	Trucker incredulously raised his eyebrow but let LaBu continue.

	“It is true. Not hogwash. They were clearly connected,” LaBu insisted. “We have many third-date couples. Was not unusual. I gave them the standard. They were famous in their past lives. Now destined for more great things. Will overcome obstacles. Yada, yada, yada. The standard. Harmless. He paid and added an extremely generous tip. They thanked me and left.”

	“Harmless,” Trucker agreed. “But you’re still a professional liar.”

	“Likewise, Mister Jack Dawson.”

	Trucker emerged from behind the curtain and returned to the mint and mildew of the main room.

	“How was your session?” the plum-smocked woman asked.

	“Enlightening,” Trucker said, eyeing the divine jewelry case, where neat rows of mood rings shimmered under the glass. Tiny bands wrapped in shifting spectrums of color.

	When he’d first launched his fledgling investigative operation, he’d gotten in the habit of giving clients a small token at the end of each case. Nothing extravagant, just a modest keepsake to mark a job well done. People liked it. And he liked giving gifts.

	He didn’t love the idea of handing over another nickel to LaBu. But if he ever did find Edward Young, he figured the mood rings felt like the proper memento. They kinda spoke to him.

	“How about boxing up a couple of those mood rings?” Trucker asked.

	Madame LaBu waddled out from behind the curtain, eyes narrowed. “Free of charge, Pam,” she instructed.

	The plum-smocked Pam selected two rings from the case and placed them gently into a simple cardboard jewelry box with a soft tuft of cotton and The Aura Authority stamped on the lid in silver foil.

	She handed the box to Trucker with the ceremony of a spiritual transaction. 

	He slid the boxed rings into his pocket, and the antique brass bell above the door jangled twice as he made his leave of the psychic shop.

	“How much did we get?” Pam asked.

	“A hundred dollars,” LaBu answered.

	 

	Our Sundae Best

	The ice cream shack sat across the street, wedged between a laundromat and a tiny parking lot made of cracked pavement and filled with hot car hoods. It was no bigger than a box truck, and the sun-faded orange paint job was chipped and peeling.

	A sidewalk chalkboard stood out front, its frame warped from decades of summers. Today’s selections were printed in thick block letters above a list of flavors. Pistachio Nana, Bob’s Blackberry Swirl, Apple Cinnamon Oatmeal, Choco Chip Cookie Dough, with a note at the bottom that read . . . and as always Straw/Vanilla/Chocolate.

	The service window had a cardboard sign taped on the corner, letting customers know, in smudged cursive, that they’d be back in about five minutes. But “they” were already back and serving cold treats to a trio of middle-schoolers.

	Trucker stepped in line and waited his turn, which came quickly. 

	“What are ya havin’?” the teen silhouette in the service window asked.

	“Were you workin’ a couple days ago?” Trucker asked.

	“Yeah, mom and dad are on vacation, and sisters are at camp,” the teen silhouette answered.

	“Have you seen me before? I didn’t happen to propose or pee on anything around here, did I?” Trucker asked.

	“No to all three,” the teen silhouette answered, not remotely fazed by the questions.

	“Good. I will take a scoop of cookie dough on a sugar cone,” Trucker said.

	The solo silhouette operator of Our Sundae Best moved so quickly that the cone was ready in the same amount of time that it took Trucker to pull out his phone and present the teen with an image of Ed.

	“Seen this guy before?” Trucker asked.

	“You a cop?”

	“No.”

	“Really? Let me see your shoes.”

	Trucker stepped back from the window and showed the silhouette his shoes.

	“Nope, not a cop,” the teen silhouette confirmed. “Too bad. Cone woulda been free.”

	Trucker held up his phone again and swiped through the photos of Ed, “Seen him?”

	“No. Cute couple though.”

	“Aren’t they?”

	“Cone’s gonna be a buck fifty.”

	Trucker carefully peeled off a hundred in the pocketed bundle of money. Once again, he made sure not to display it to the world, but also made sure it didn’t look like he was hiding ninety-five hundred dollars on his person.

	He handed the hundred to the teen silhouette. 

	“Can’t break a hundred.”

	“Just keep it.”

	“Thanks, dude.”

	Trucker moved far off to the side and made room for the family in line behind him. He stood near the tiny parking lot and tried to enjoy his cone before the heat could demolish it. Sweat dripped down his temples, and his fingers became sticky. “Should always lock my door,” he said to himself. “Should always lock my door, and I should always insist clients use the app.” He was losing his race against the blistering sun, and a chunk of cookie dough dove kamikaze-style onto the scorching sidewalk. “Use the app and there are defined rules and terms. Clear pricing. Timeframes. Nonrefundable,” Trucker had gotten down to the cone part of the ice cream cone. “I didn’t have that lady Heather sign anything. She gives me ten grand and says find her son today? And I say okie dokie? App or not, I should have said no and went back to sleep. I am not finding that kid in a handful of hours even on my best day. Barring an act of God.”

	Trucker took the last bite of his cone and licked his fingers. He looked over the neighborhood; everything seemed to move in slow motion from the heat. “Four hundred square miles of city, and yet months ago I just happened to be in the exact same spot as this missing kid? That’s . . . odd,” he said to himself.

	“Is it odd, or is it God?” a woman’s voice said.

	Trucker looked over to his right, toward the voice. An apparently unhoused woman in her twenties was there sitting on a forest green bus bench. Trucker guessed that the bench had to feel like a hot griddle. He was also guessing about her being unhoused. But truthfully, she did not look all that more destitute than Trucker. She said again, “Is it odd or is it God?”

	“Just odd,” Trucker said. “Want a cone?”

	“No. Got any spare change?” she asked.

	“Who ever has change?” he asked back.

	Trucker dug into his front pocket, thought Why not? and handed the woman a hundred from the bundle.

	“Oh my God, thank you. This helps so much. You are a kind soul,” the woman said and then ran into the street, dodged a car, and jangled the brass doorbell of The Aura Authority.

	Trucker shook his head and leaned down to sit on the now-vacant bench, which happened to allow him to come “eye to eye” with a giant golden eye. Specifically, a giant stylized eye radiating squiggly lines in the center of a long vinyl advertisement stretched across the bus bench’s backrest.

	The advertisement was for Ascend-A-Palooza: The Convergence Conference at the LAX Rosewood Hotel and Convention Center from July 9th through the 12th.

	13 STAGES. 7 DIMENSIONS. 1 TRANSCENDED YOU!

	It proclaimed with certainty that attendance would manifest a divine reality. And underneath, in a dizzying array of different fonts, it added: Featured events include energy healing, astral projection lessons, group quantum breathwork meditations, galactic heritage genealogy panels, and the legendary Doug Martino channeling Khalood!

	If that didn’t seal the deal, the ad also claimed attendees would witness and participate in the transformation of the world with hundreds of exhibits, speakers, surprise events, and much more. All sponsored by the HERA Network.

	Trucker did not sit down on the bus bench griddle. “Hmm . . . could have gone there, I suppose,” he said to himself while he read the advertisement for Ascend-A-Palooza, again. He turned to survey the neighborhood, crossed his arms, and harrumphed. He looked at The Velvet Elbow and said, “Ed breaks free from his mom’s enmeshment to meet a pretty girl at a bar. This is not the first time they’ve met. They have some drinks. They’re tipsy, not wrecked,” Trucker shifted his vision to The Aura Authority. “They continue their date and wander into the psychic shop. Ed is into it. A true believer. Her not so much. If I were to trust LaBu, mystery girl does not care for Ed but has been tolerating him across multiple dates. Why does anyone tolerate someone they don’t like? Hmm. Ed has money. Or the Young family, in general, has money,” Trucker contemplated getting another cone while piecing things together.
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