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  It’s hot as fuck. But this is Arizona, so it’s a dry fuck.


  Even still. At 114 degrees, it’s an oven.


  Homicide Detective Alex Mills is on his hands and knees in the backyard of Viveca Canning’s ample home. While Mills conducts his search under a blazing sky, Ms. Canning remains coolly inside her air-conditioned house waiting for the Office of the Medical Examiner to arrive. Relatively speaking, there’s no hurry. Ms. Canning is dead. Shot twice in the head, it would seem, and cold, indeed. The crime scene specialists have spread throughout the house searching for evidence while scene investigator Jan Powell supervises. Out here, in the yard, Mills and one of the specialists scour for footprints in the gravel; they should be easy to spot, but they’re not. Someone had kicked enough gravel around, apparently on purpose, to almost certainly render footprints useless. But fuck, it’s hot. This is what happens during a Phoenix summer: every five to seven minutes you remind yourself how fucking hot it is.


  And, yes, you sweat, despite the dry heat. A Colorado River of perspiration meanders from Mills’s neck to the small of his back, threatening the Continental Divide of his ass. He’s in the backyard here with the tech because it was obvious upon eyeballing the inside of the house that the perpetrator had entered through the rear by kicking in a glass door between the dining room and the swimming pool. The backyard is a resort, which is common if you live in the Valley of the Sun and you have money. The pool is one of those lazy, shapeless ones, surrounded by boulders and succulents, with a gushing waterfall at one end and a swim-up bar at another. Mills would like to tumble in now, sink to the bottom of the pool; it’s tempting but he wipes his brow and shakes his head. There’s a tennis court. And a small putting green. He gets up, his hands and knees chewed up a bit by the stones of desert landscaping. Immediately he hears a distant fluttering in the wind. A coming percussion. Then a roar. He looks to the sky, fully knowing what approaches. There they are, the metal vultures of the media, swooping in, sniffing around for the carrion. But he’s done. The news choppers won’t see anything out here except the immaculate indulgences of yet another wealthy Phoenician.


  He leaves his colleague behind to do her measurements of all things measureable, and there’s a shitload to measure; most people don’t realize how meticulously a crime scene is recreated on paper. He heads back inside, runs into Detective Morton Myers in the doorway. Mills, who was assigned by the sergeant to be case agent, has asked Myers to be the notetaker. Myers is good with notes.


  “Preston checked the garage for a car,” Myers tells him. Ken Preston is probably the oldest, wisest detective at the crime scene. “It’s empty.”


  “OK,” Mills says. “Any indication that others lived here?”


  “I found a stack of bills. All addressed to the victim. Nothing indicating a marriage. Preston is talking to neighbors now.”


  “Good.”


  “Mind if I go out back?”


  “Go where you need to.”


  Mills brushes past him and finds Detective Jan Powell in what poses as a library. Mills considers it posing because people don’t read enough anymore to require a personal library; they just want to look like they do, and rich people just want to show that their houses are big enough to accommodate a mahogany room exclusively for books. Phoenix, Scottsdale, and Paradise Valley have become, in recent years, magnets for the pretentious bullshitters who get more for their conspicuous wealth here than they can in LA. Plus the air quality is better, but not by much. He lingers here in the library because he still loves a good book. For some reason, probably back to that English Lit major he dated in college, he knows no better Zen than reading. He reads every night in bed. Can’t get to sleep without escaping first between the pages of literature. He prefers the classics, but he’s started reading contemporary novels too. He likens a good book to a grand detour, as if he’s driving down an everyday, unremarkable highway and suddenly veers left onto a road that doesn’t exist on a map. That sharp left turn takes him into another world, gets him out of his. Kelly, his insanely perfect wife, sometimes calls him a nerd. He finds that charming. There’s a great-looking edition of Don Quixote on a lower shelf of Viveca Canning’s home library. Mills is tempted to remove it and sift. Instead, he turns to Powell and says, “Nothing in here.”


  “It’s about the only room on this side of the house that wasn’t touched.”


  And she’s right. He returns to the victim. Ms. Canning, in a silk dress, the clinging kind that Kelly would call a “cocktail dress,” lies sprawled on the floor in the next room, a formal room with a fireplace and area rugs, marble tables, and leather upholstery. He drifts in there with Powell at his heels. He studies the room again. There’s a wall of floor to ceiling shelves and cabinets. The cabinets are open and the contents—CDs, records, DVDs—are tossed everywhere on the floor. He turns to the adjacent bedroom where drawers of Viveca Canning’s life clutter the floor, extracted like teeth from the bureaus. Closet doors stand agape, revealing a tumble of jewelry and a landslide of gowns that speak volumes in the silence.


  “We have a lot to go through,” Powell tells him in a reverent whisper.


  “Yeah.”


  “The other bedroom across the hall looks the same,” she says.


  “I saw.”


  They return to the living room where Viveca Canning rests. Mills really wishes he could channel his good friend Gus Parker right about now; the psychic would have a fucking field day here at the crime scene. But Gus is out of town. He’s out of town a lot these days, costarring, as he is, in the life of rock ’n’ roll star Billie Welch, who lives in LA and tours the world. Today, however, the psychic is burying his father in Seattle. Mills thinks he has the day right, can’t quite remember. But in Gus’s absence Mills is left wishing he had some of the man’s psychic gifts, which he doesn’t and never will, but he does have good instincts, he tells himself, as he stares at the entry wounds in Viveca Canning’s head. He rethinks the shattered glass, the back door, the sign of forced entry. He doesn’t think she was robbed, despite the material carnage.


  Too many jewels were left behind. He had noticed pearls on the floor of the bedroom. He had eyed a diamond watch perched on a nightstand. Mills inventories the walls of fine art. Nothing taken, with one exception. One space on the wall is empty; a lone nail and a perfect square, a shade darker than the faded surrounding walls, perfectly mark the site where one painting evacuated. But everything else is intact, and these aren’t prints, to the best of Mills’s estimation. He reads the signatures: Lichtenstein; Pollock; Chagall. Mills doesn’t know much about art, but the collection seems eclectic and original. This is not a woman who peddled in replicas.


  “Here’s what I’m thinking,” he tells Powell, backing away from the techs, “this was made to look like a general robbery, but the missing painting tells me whoever did this came for one item and one item alone.” “And killed our victim to get it?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “It must be worth a lot of money,” Powell says.


  “The diamonds and the pearls are worth a lot of money,” Mills reminds her. “And they weren’t taken.”


  “I noticed an emerald too,” she whispers. “And I’m almost sure the brooch on the bathroom floor is ruby.”


  “Right. So the painting, I’m guessing, is worth more than money to someone.”


  Powell nods. Mills goes back to the body, sinks to his knees. The blood from the victim’s head is barely a tributary. A tech, Roni Gates, hands him a fresh pair of gloves. “We found the shell casings,” she says.


  “Well, it’s obvious she’s been shot twice.”


  “At close range,” Roni says. “Probably within two feet away. I’ve noted the compact stippling around the entry wounds.”


  “Exit wounds?”


  Roni nods and says she’s just recovered a spent bullet, then points to an exit wound behind the victim’s ear. “It’s consistent, I think, with the bruising under her eye. The bullet apparently exited and hit the wall. It’s got significant deformation.”


  “So, we’re assuming the other bullet is lodged somewhere inside her squash here,” Mills speculates.


  “Correct,” Roni says. Then she looks at him with a beaming smile. That’s her trademark. He can never be certain whom he’ll run into at a crime scene, but when it’s Roni Gates he’s always greeted with a radiance, as if she has unearthed the secret to happiness in an unhappy world. She is, after all, kneeling over the body of a homicide victim. And smiling.


  There’s no weapon in sight. Clearly not a suicide. And again, that empty square on the wall. He looks at it once more, trying to peer through it, as if the answer is just beyond the drywall. He shakes his head.


  “We’ll know more after the ME x-rays for the other bullet,” Roni says.


  “Yeah. Assuming the bullet didn’t fall apart in her skull.”


  “You guys didn’t find a weapon anywhere? Out back? Other part of the house?” she asks. “It’s a big place.”


  “We’ve been through it as best as we can on plain sight. There are a few locked cabinets and drawers we’re going to have to break open once we get a judge to sign off,” he tells her, “but I suspect our perp came here with a gun and left with a gun.”


  Roni Gates nods and, again, smiles. In that moment, as Mills hovers over the body of Viveca Canning, with her exquisite coif of silver hair, her bluish face, and a bullet nesting in her brain, Mills can honestly say, as long as Roni is smiling, the world still bends toward the light.
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  The priest’s words fall absently. They don’t resonate with him at all. Gus is not a churchgoer. To many at the church service, Gus is the antichurch. The anti-Christ to some, of course, what with their hostility toward him, their ignorance about his gift. This is what he contends with in Seattle: the curious stares, the outright scorn, the indignation that he’d have the gall to return even now. They don’t care that he’s burying his father. He’s a heathen! A fortuneteller! A soothsayer! Mrs. McConnell over there has a UTI; it’s just a sudden vibe he gets. His vibes always got him in trouble as a child. That’s why his parents banished his blasphemous soul from Seattle. Together his parents, Meg and Warren Parker, equaled one Piper Laurie.


  He rides to the cemetery with his sister, Nicole, and her lawyer-turned-preacher husband, an irritable man named Mack (short for Mackleroy).


  “See, church isn’t so bad,” Nicole says, a placid smile resting on her pale white face. She could be Amish, but she’s not. A sister wife, but she doesn’t share. A cover model for Preacher’s Wife Monthly, but she has a lazy eye.


  “But it’s not so good either,” Gus tells her.


  Mackelroy clears his throat.


  “I’m sorry, Mack. Didn’t mean to offend. But I have a problem with a family using religion to disown a child.”


  “You weren’t exactly disowned,” Nicole scoffs.


  “Mom and Dad threw me out of the house because they thought my visions were the work of the devil. What would you call it?”


  “They loved the sinner, hated the sin,” Mack says.


  “Oh please. Who’s to say that a little psychic hobby is a sin?” “Hobby!” Mack says with a snort. “You make it sound so innocent.”


  “It is. And it wasn’t a choice. You don’t choose to be psychic. In fact, I never refer to myself as psychic. You know that, Nicole. I’m too neurotic to trust most of my visions. The ones that come true always rattle me.”


  “Whatever,” his sister says.


  “You don’t seem too sad that Dad is gone.”


  She turns to him. “Of course I am.”


  “You’ve been smiling all morning.”


  “It’s my faith,” she says. Her preacher husband puts his arm around her. “You’re the one who doesn’t seem so sad.”


  “I’m not happy. But for the past twenty-five years or so, he’s been mostly a stranger to me. So I don’t really feel much at all.”


  “You’re so cold,” she tells him. Then the limo driver swings open her door and guides her out.


  As they walk toward the gravesite, Mrs. McConnell approaches and tugs at Gus’s arm. “Gus? A word?” She has a throaty, growling voice, the kind that crawls out of a pack of cigarettes. “You mind?” “Uh, no. I guess. Don’t want to hold up the service, but okay . . .” They step aside, stopping by the grave of Lillian Hemingway (1921-1998, Beloved Wife and Mother). “I can’t say I’m speaking for all of your parents’ friends, Gus, but I suspect I am when I say it’s shocking to see you here.”


  “Shocking?”


  “You know how protective your parents were of the church.”


  “Yes. Something like that.”


  “And yet here you are defiling it again in your father’s name.”


  He looks at her vacantly. He guesses she’s in her early seventies, the same generation as his parents. She has a scrimshaw of smokers’ wrinkles around her mouth but nowhere else. For a woman of her age, she has remarkable posture. There she is standing tall and indignant in her black pillbox hat and veil.


  “I’m here out of respect for my father,” he tells her. “What happened between him and me is a private matter.”


  First she rolls her head to register her outrage. Then she says, “Are you telling me to mind my own business?”


  He nods. “Pretty much. And I mean no offense.”


  “Your being here is an offense, Gus Parker.”


  He locks eyes on hers. He bores into her. “If you’re so concerned about defiling the church, Mrs. McConnell, perhaps you should reconsider being here yourself.”


  “How dare you?”


  He speaks slowly, quietly. “Does Mr. McConnell know that you have been engaging alternately in vaginal and anal intercourse with the retired professor who lives at the end of your cul de sac?”


  “What?” she shrieks.


  “Your UTI, Mrs. McConnell. It’s speaking to me.”


  She nearly trips as she turns on her heels and makes a mad dash. Gus can hear her screaming, “Heathen, Soothsayer, Fortuneteller, Anti-Christ,” her hands wringing the air, all the way to Warren Parker’s gravesite.


  That’s pretty much how the funeral went. He had no reason to stay in Seattle afterward, not even to visit Georgetown or the International District, the only neighborhoods where he fits in, so he’s off to SEATAC for his flight to Los Angeles. He won’t stay long; it’s just a drop-in on his crazy relationship with Billie Welch (knowing the ugliness he’d be greeted with in Seattle, he begged her not to come to the funeral). His rock ’n’ roll girlfriend finished touring after almost a year (they rendezvoused in Miami, Cleveland, New Orleans, London, and Paris, and took a few weeks last summer to vacation in Italy), and now they’re returning to their completely abnormal normal life. He lives in Phoenix. She lives in LA. They commute back and forth. Her music is waiting for her in California. His clients are waiting for him in Arizona. And his job. He still works as a tech at Valley Imaging. Whether with a client for a psychic consultation or with a patient for an MRI, he really does like seeing stuff no one else sees. Unless the images disturb him. Which they often do these days.


  He and Billie walk along the beach. They go to a party. They sit on the deck watching the sea. And they make love in her third-floor bedroom overlooking the endless ocean. They are all over each other like twenty-year-olds, though Gus, admittedly, could be a bit harder, but he’s hard enough; it seems to take him longer to get there, and for her too, but it still works for them, he at forty-seven, she at fifty-seven. She still bites at his neck, his little vampire woman. She still scratches his back with her fierce nails, her guitar-strumming nails, and she still grabs at his ass just the way he likes it. Sometimes when he’s with Billie he thinks she is simply a manifestation of one of his visions. As if he has dreamed her up too. As if she’s not really real. And sometimes he thinks they dwell inside this vision and that his late uncle Ivan, who bestowed upon him his otherworldly gifts, is smiling down on them from heaven.


  He has a plane to catch.


  “This visit was too quick, Gus,” Billie says, as they wrap up breakfast on the deck, the ocean roaring in front of them.


  “It just seemed that way.”


  “No. It was too quick. Come back next weekend.”


  “I’ll see.”


  As she clears the table, she stops behind Gus, wraps her arms around his neck, holds him close and says, “I love you, you know.”


  He knows. “I love you.” Then he looks out to admire the waves but, as he squints against the sun, he sees an apparition of many faces rising from the water. Out there, beyond the waves, a small population is surfacing. He blinks and they’re gone.


  CalAir Flight 1212 departs Burbank at 3:59 p.m. He’s among the first to board because he flies the route so frequently he’s earned some kind of Diamond Status privilege pomposity. It’s a single aisle aircraft, three-and-three, the typical sardine can of flying these days. No matter the Diamond Status privilege, his knees will be in his throat and his elbows will press on his kidneys (or the kidneys of his seatmate) all the way to Phoenix. Thankfully it’s not a long flight. He’s in a window seat. The takeoff is uneventful, though the path out of the Burbank airport always looks a bit challenging, surrounded as it is by mountains. He’s never quite sure the planes will clear the peaks. The light turbulence lulls him into a cushiony nap. For about five minutes. Then the cabin crew zips through with a beverage service and a special brand of impatience. “Flight time is only forty-seven minutes,” a flight attendant reminds the person in 7C who, apparently, can’t decide what he wants to drink.


  “This is an express service!” another attendant scolds.


  Billie once told him to drink eight ounces of water for every hour of flight (she insisted on thirteen servings of H2O when they flew home from Rome). So he orders water to stay hydrated and compliant. In between sips he rests his head and turns to the window. Out there, the sky’s aglow. A perfect stripe of orange and a perfect stripe of blue rest atop a wedding dress of clouds. The shadow of another plane glides across the layers of fabric, the shadow first, then the aircraft, itself, swooping into view. Had it bisected his flight’s path? Had it come from overhead? Was it too close? It’s a big plane, a bulbous jumbo jet, in rich, colorful livery. TRANSCONTINENTAL AIRLINES A380. The graceful ship banks a sharp left, like a salute to its smaller cousin, Gus’s plane, but nobody except Gus seems to notice the huge interloper out the window. He says, “Look at that,” to the person sitting beside him, and she says, “Beautiful sky,” but nothing more. Perplexed, Gus presses his face against the window, really screws his nose into the plastic so he can watch Transcontinental and assess its intentions. This must be too close. He can see the pilots waving from the cockpit window. The pilots bring the nose up, then down, then up again, like a dolphin saying hello. He can see the passengers now. The passengers! His oval window becomes a portal to the other plane and his face dissolves right through. He’s aboard now. The aircraft is brand-new. Polished. Fragrant. Crisp. He’s sitting on the upper deck in a window seat. He tries but he can’t see the CalAir flight anywhere. He sees the ocean, which means he’s no longer headed for Phoenix. This worries him but someone hands him a hot towel and a pair of slippers. “Your seat fully reclines to a flat bed,” she tells him. “When you’re sleeping we won’t disturb you.” She’s dark and lovely, a princess, a goddess, Polynesian, he suspects. As she wanders off, the plane does a slight shimmy and wobble, and then the huge beast lets out a howl, a scream, and Gus sits up straight and grips both sides of his seat. Everything goes quiet for a moment, a palpable absence of sound, and it is here, in the silence, that Gus knows he’s headed for disaster. The plane screeches again, a grinding noise, a deafening grinding noise, and it banks so sharply the angle defies logic. At its breaking point, it stalls, then dives toward the sea.


  Gus watches from the window, and watches from the window, and watches from the window, as people around him cry and holler, wail and screech, and the cabin becomes a pinball machine of flying objects. He watches from the window.


  His face against the fuselage.


  His nose screwed to the plastic.


  The oval a portal.


  CalAir Flight 1212. A single aisle, three-and-three, mundane and crowded jet. He’s back on the flight bound for Phoenix. And yet Transcontinental is still out there diving, at first hesitant, then fully committed, nose down, spiraling at cataclysmic speed, through layers upon layers of the wedding dress. The contrails of the A380, so beautiful out there, so perfect and white, rise from the impending doom like pillars to heaven. Gus watches, shaking his head, willing the other plane to steady, but it doesn’t recover from its tailspin. The jumbo jet plunges through a final layer of cloud, presumably to the enormous ocean waiting below. But Gus can’t see. TRANSCONTINENTAL AIRLINES simply disappears.


  “Ladies and Gentlemen, we are on final approach to Sky Harbor International Airport. Please be sure your seat backs and tray tables are in their upright and locked positions, and that all carry-on items are safely stowed at this time. We will be landing momentarily.”


  Gus comes to. He’s sweating all over. He’s lightheaded and can’t catch his breath.
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  At this point in Detective Ken Preston’s career, he’s a fixture. At sixty-six years old, he’s been on the force for almost as long as Alex Mills has been alive. As far as Mills knows, the older colleague never put in for a promotion, never got a promotion. He’s just happy to do what he does. And he does it well. The guy’s a fucking reference book for crime. More than forty years of busting lowlifes will do that. With no mandatory retirement age, Preston will probably work until he croaks. And he’ll probably croak while reading Miranda to some toothless methhead who just sliced off a neighbor’s head in the west valley. Here, in Viveca Canning’s enclave of privilege, however, there are no headless neighbors, and Preston has availed himself of that advantage by wandering the community and coaxing information from people behind closed doors. He’s great at this. He knows how to handle people and get them to talk. He knows how to open doors. Mills is not surprised that Preston comes back with a wealth (ahem) of knowledge.


  “Looks like our victim lived in this house for about fifteen years,” Preston reports. “Her husband died five years ago. It was a tragedy but Viveca Canning was left with a handsome inheritance.”


  “Stop right there,” Mills tells him. “What kind of tragedy? How did her husband die?”


  They’re standing in the victim’s driveway, under the porte cochere to stay out of the sun.


  “Not sure. Most neighbors speculated it was a heart attack. Nothing newsworthy, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “Of course that’s what I’m asking,” Mills says as he turns to Myers.


  “Make a note of that anyway, Morty. We need to check into her husband’s death.”


  “The neighbors say she was a socialite,” Preston continues. “The kind who chaired charity balls and galas. You know the type: gowns, hair, shoes, the see-and-be-seen crowd. According to neighbors, if you open any Phoenix magazine you’re going to find her pictures splashed across the pages. Apparently, there’s not a month that goes by when she’s not holding a fundraiser for the arts, or spina bifida, or whatever, at the Phoenician or the Sanctuary. Like I said, you know the type.”


  “Children?” Mills asks.


  “As far as I can tell, two. Both probably in their mid-to-late twenties.”


  “We have to find the kids,” Mills says.


  “They stand to inherit a fortune now that Mom is out of the way,” Preston says. “If you know what I’mean.”


  Mills knows what he means and signals so with a jaded scoff. “Yeah, so let’s find them. If for no other reason than to notify them. ’Cause I’m going to want to release her name as soon as possible, hoping it might generate some leads.”


  Preston rubs his chin. “The neighbors say they don’t know the kids personally, so they can’t help there.”


  “Names?” Myers asks.


  “Nope,” Preston replies.


  Mills gives them a nod and says he’ll be back. He drifts out to the street and around the bend. In the distance he can see the media parked outside the gates of the community. Sergeant Jake Woods and the department’s public information officer, Josh Grady, will handle the reporters once they get the latest from Mills, even if the latest is thin on detail. He studies the gates separating him from them. The subdivision is called Copper Palace Estates, whatever the hell that means—this kind of wealth is the type of wealth that flaunts.


  To enter Copper Palace, the perp would have had to be cleared by someone in the guardhouse. There would be a log, a name (perhaps falsified), probably a license plate. Unless Viveca Canning brought someone home with her last night and the two of them drove in through the residents’ lane. But, if that were true, how did the perp leave the scene? In whose car? Was there a car missing from the garage? Was the killer driving off with a large painting? Mills shakes his head as he visualizes the list of unanswered questions, a kind of receipt of items he doesn’t recognize he bought. But he owns the whole thing now. Yeah. This again. It’s like the beginning of any case when he realizes a case is a case and there’s no turning back. Often the realization is met with the mental equivalent of fanfare, a charge of adrenalin; other times, it’s met with the heavy thud of dread, a lead fist to his stomach. But something propels him forward. It must be the adrenalin. He’s making a sudden beeline for the guardhouse, his instincts, alone, paving the way. The media sees him coming. The reporters think he’s coming for them. The crowd excites. It throbs to life. The amoebae move in pantsuits and khakis, hairdos and microphones, closer to the gate. The reporters shout questions. He only hears their noise, the collective voice of the amoebae, but he can’t hear what they’re asking and that’s fine with him, just a mechanism at work. Mills reaches the guardhouse, speaks to a uniformed woman named Florence who lets him see the log from last night. She has a tiny old mouth, but as big of a smile as the mouth can muster. She looks at him like a mother looks at a son, or like a cougar looks at her prey. He can’t be sure. His eyes run up and down the columns of the log: VISITOR; VISITING. No one for Viveca Canning.


  “It doesn’t look like she had company last night,” Florence says. “At least not through the visitor lane.”


  “Do the guards here keep an eye on the residents’ lane?”


  Again, the smile. “That depends, Detective. If the visitors’ lane is slow, then sure, we’ll be watching for residents. We like to wave, you know.”


  “So it’s possible someone saw Ms. Canning come home last night?”


  “Oh sure,” she says. “But it’s harder to see at night. So sometimes we just wave at a dark window. But our company knows who comes and goes just by the signal from the residents’ remotes. Plus we have cameras.”


  “I’ll need the contact information for your management, ma’am.” “No problem.”


  She retreats into the booth and returns moments later with a sticky note. “Here. If you need anything else, you just let me know, Detective.”


  “And if those reporters start bothering you, you let me know.” “Okey dokey,” she says with a wink he can’t infer. The silver-haired woman either wants to feed him or fuck him.


  Mills reconvenes with his colleagues in the leathery and gilded library of Viveca Canning’s home. “No one signed in as a guest in the past twenty-four hours,” he tells them. “Has anyone recovered a cell phone?”


  “Yep,” Powell tells him. “It’s bagged.”


  “Anything else in plain sight?” he asks.


  “Just all the jewels that snuck out of their boxes last night to have a party,” she says.


  “We need to check her social accounts,” Preston says. “If she’s a socialite, she’s gotta be on social media.”


  “At her age?” Mills asks.


  “Yes,” Preston replies. “These dames love the attention of being socialites. Give ’em a new platform, and they’re on it.”


  “Did you just say ‘dames’?” Mills asks.


  “I did. I’m an old man. What do you want?”


  Mills laughs and grabs the guy by the shoulder. “I want you and Myers to work on a warrant for her computer, laptop, iPad, whatever.” “Yes, sir.”


  The doorbell rings. “Was anyone expecting a pizza?” Mills asks his squad.


  They all laugh, except Myers who says, “Pizza? What kind?”


  Mills, followed by Preston, heads to the front door. There they find a gum-chewing patrol officer snapping and popping away. He looks stunned when caught in midbubble. “Yes?” Mills asks him.


  “Got a visitor.”


  “Oh?”


  “Says he needs to get in the house, and wants to know why all the cop cars are here.”


  “Does he have a name?” Preston asks the officer.


  “Bennett Canning.”


  Mills looks to the street and sees a gleaming Mercedes. Out of the car steps a man behind a pair of mirrored sunglasses. Bennett Canning, for all the mystery behind the lenses, has the posture of an impatient, inconvenienced child. Mills says, “Let’s go” to Preston, and they move down the lawn. Seeing them approach, the man meets them at the curb.


  “Can someone please tell me why I can’t get into my own house?” He’s tanned and athletic-looking, his hair purposely tousled, as if he swung by the hair salon on his way to Copper Palace. “What’s happening here? What’s with all the cops?”


  “Who are you?” Mills asks.


  “Bennett Canning. You can call me Ben.”


  “Ben, I’m Alex Mills, homicide detective with the Phoenix PD. This is my partner Ken Preston.”


  The man almost loses his footing. “Homicide?”


  Mills explains.


  Bennett Canning puts his head in his hands. He turns away and utters a strangled scream, like he can’t breathe. Neighbors turn to look. All eyes are on the man in the linen blazer and deck shoes as he gasps for air. “He’s hyperventilating,” Preston shouts to the ogling crowd. “Someone get me a paper bag!”


  Preston lightly takes the young man’s arm, but Ben Canning stumbles backward. Mills steadies him.


  “I want to see her,” Ben says. “Take me to see her.”


  “We can’t do that quite yet,” Mills tells him. “The scene needs to be completely processed.”


  A neighbor rushes forward with a brown lunch bag. Preston puts it over Ben’s mouth and says, “Come on, now, just breathe normally. Just breathe.”


  It takes a few breaths for the gasps to subside.


  “Do you live here?” Mills asks him.


  “No.”


  “But you referred to the house as your own,” Preston reminds him.


  “Form of speech,” he says. “I mean, you don’t have to be a Princeton grad like me to understand that.”


  “What is your relationship to Viveca Canning?” Mills asks.


  “Jesus, did you guys even get your GEDs? She’s my mother. Isn’t it fucking obvious?”


  Mills would like to punch this brat in the face. Instead he says, “It isn’t until you tell us. We deal in facts and facts only, Ben. What may appear obvious to others, doesn’t necessarily mean shit to us.”


  Preston nudges him.


  “I need to see her,” Bennett Canning pleads.


  “I know you do,” Mills concedes, “but we can’t have you contaminating the scene. That might compromise our investigation, and we’re sure you want us to find the person who killed your mother sooner than later.”


  “Killed?”


  Mills squints at the man behind the shades. “Yeah. I told you what happened here.”


  “I know you did. But you can’t possibly be right about that. No one would do that to my mother.”


  “Precisely our first question for you,” Mills says. “Are you aware of anybody who’d want to harm your mother?”


  Tears fall symmetrically to the corners of his mouth. He wipes them away and says, “No. Quite the opposite.”


  “The opposite?” Preston asks.


  “Yeah. She was loved by everyone, even by people she never met. She did more for the valley than all the organizations combined. I mean, come on, I’m sure you’ve heard of her, of our family. We’re huge in philanthropy.”


  Having to say you’re huge in philanthropy, Mills suspects, suggests the philanthropy is not completely about the philanthropy. He keeps that assessment to himself. But if there is such a thing as nouveau riche philanthropy (giving simply to show how much cash you have to give), this must be it. “So she had no enemies, no rivals, nobody who had ill will toward her?”


  “Of course not,” Bennett says with a spit. “She’s practically a saint.”


  “Practically a saint,” Preston repeats. “But even saints have enemies.”


  Again, a wrenching wail from the kid. Then, “Obviously it was a break-in or a robbery, or something. I mean, if you’re looking for a motive, someone probably thought they could break in here, steal a fortune, and get away.”


  Mills nods. “Of course we’re considering that.” Now he folds his arms across his chest. “But I’m not sure how somebody would get past the guardhouse.”


  “Good point,” Bennett says. “Unless it was an inside job.”


  “A neighbor?” Preston asks.


  “Worth considering.”


  “For sure,” Mills says. “Everyone’s a suspect.” He hands Bennett Canning his card, but asks the guy to stick around. “We’ll have more questions for you.”


  The kid nods, then lowers his head as he drifts toward his automobile and slips into the lap of Mercedes luxury. Mills tells the gum-chewing officer to keep an eye on the dead woman’s son, to not let him leave.


  4


  CalAir Flight 1212 dips into Sky Harbor and chews up the waiting runway as the plane grinds to a stop. All of a sudden, inertia. Earth, not sea. Air, not water. Alive, not entombed at the bottom of the ocean. Still, his stomach is in knots. The vision of Transcontinental Airlines going down was one of the most vivid in recent memory. One of the most disturbing. The first vision ever that foresaw massive death. He’ll need to talk to Beatrice about this. The vision is too big for one psychic.


  “Hope you had a nice flight,” the attendant says as Gus files toward the exit. “Buh-bye now.”


  They still say “Buh-bye.”


  Later, at home, Gus drops his luggage in the front hall and makes a mad dash for his office, where he powers up his computer and tries to recall every single detail of that doomed flight. He creates a file called “Transcontinental” and it looks something like this:


  TRANSCONTINENTAL


  (unknown flight number)


  Possible departure point: LAX


  Possible destination: Australia, New Zealand, Fiji


  Wide body. Twin aisle. Upstairs 2x2x2. Downstairs 3x4x3. 450 passengers. New plane. Fresh scent. Chemicals. Floral. Sweet. Blue sky. A white mattress of clouds. A mostly white interior. Nose up. Soaring. Seats of sky blue fabric, abstract lime green stitching. TRANSCONTINENTAL. Bright. Promising. Smiling cabin attendants, accents from somewhere in Oceania. Adventure, luxury, the beauty, the beauty, the beauty, all of it palpable. Dinner simmers in a nearby galley. Carts jostling, rolling, braking. White gloves, linen cloths. More smiles. A flutter of turbulence. A rolling tremor. A tug-of-war from wing to wing. The plane, with a burst, escapes the bad air and steadies at a higher altitude. The relief is short-lasting. The turbulence has followed, stalking TRANSCONTINENTAL and tugging it by the tail. People gripping the armrests. The bounce of heads. The turning of faces. Alarmed. Then everything pushes forward, like a rear collision, like a tremendous weight and people scream. Attendants tumble in the aisles. Overhead bins burst open. Oxygen masks drop. Dangling masks. A constant scream, a constant wailing. Attendants cry, “Brace, Brace, Brace.” Nose down. Nose down and spinning. A spiral of seats and heads and meticulously arranged oval windows. There are no shades, just wide-eyed witnesses and imminent death.


  [image: image]


  “What the fuck? If I do say so myself,” says Beatrice Vossenheimer after lunch, reclining on her brocade fainting couch in the living room of her Paradise Valley home, she and Gus in a cube of glass that takes in a view of Camelback Mountain and the spread of the valley beyond it. She’s been dog sitting for Ivy, Gus’s devoted golden retriever.


  “I know! Crazy. I have no clue,” Gus confesses. He’s lying on the floor with Ivy on top of him, all sixty pounds of her.


  “We can work on this,” Beatrice assures him. “Don’t worry.”


  He shakes his head. “Yeah, but this isn’t going to resolve overnight no matter how much work we do. My gut says this will be difficult to completely unfold. I see it as a long, protracted test. I don’t feel up to a test.”


  Beatrice purrs for a moment and then says, “I’m with you, hon. We’ll figure it out.”


  “And in the meantime, a plane goes down.”


  “No,” she says with a resolve that pitches Gus forward. “No. My vibes tell me this incident is not imminent. It feels months away, Gus. Distant. Out there on the horizon.”


  He sits up, nudges Ivy aside. “I don’t know. My vibes tell me to warn someone.”


  “Who?”


  “The FAA? The TSA? The NTSB? The FBI?”


  “Let me know when you get off the acronym train,” she says with a laugh. “And I’ll tell you to do none of the above.”


  “L-O-L.”


  “Not really an acronym, darling. And besides we are not LOLers. We’re not those people. And we’re not people foolish enough to go the government with this kind of warning. Next thing we’d know, we’d be on the No-Fly List.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Are you kidding me? Have you been living under a rock?” “Mostly.”


  “It’s a list of potentially dangerous passengers forbidden to fly.” “Well, you would know. You’re in the air more than you’re on the ground for this book tour of yours,” he says. Then, “Oh, God . . .” “What?”


  “What if it’s your plane going down? Jesus . . .”


  “Oh, please,” she scoffs. “You’re not seeing my plane going down because I’m not seeing my plane going down, and I’m not headed across the Pacific any time soon. But I have to tell you something.”


  “Okay . . .”


  She leans forward. “Would you like some more wine?”


  “No. I’m good.” Still on the floor, he scoots to the side of the couch and rests his arm there, facing her.


  “I just want to say you walked in my house tonight a lonely man.” “Lonely?”


  “Yes. What do you think that’s about?”


  “It’s my disposition,” he says.


  She tsks. “No, it’s not, Gus. Don’t be silly. I can always tell the single people from the partnered ones. People with love in their life have an energy beside them at all times. I can see it, sense it, feel it. It’s a light, a bubble of light, with a kind of prism inside. You have the bubble. No prism.”


  “Suddenly?”


  “I’ve been doubting your prism for a long time.”


  “So, what are you saying?”


  She drifts off, her face toward the mountain outside, toward the great beast whose only movement in centuries can be measured in tectonic inches. She scans the blurry horizon and nods. He waits and watches. She tents her hands in front of her face as if she’s a doctor about to prognosticate. “Ask Billie where she sees this going . . .”


  “Where she sees this going? What do you mean?”


  “I mean the future, for the two of you.”


  “We’ve been together for over two years. Where do you think it’s going?”


  “You don’t know. Do you? It’s a mystery to you. Are you content to live in that mystery?”


  He smiles. “You mean, am I content not to label our relationship? Yeah, I am.”


  “Neither of you wants to commit. She thinks love is too fragile. And you think she’s too strong to let you get any closer.”


  “Are you getting this from her music?”


  She gives him a light kick. “Did you forget I’m psychic? I see you lonely and so I wonder if you could be seeking more commitment from her.”


  “Here’s what I’m seeing about what you’re seeing, psychic to psychic: She’s older than me by ten years. She may go before I go. And then I’ll be lonely for her. Then her energy might be missing from my side.”


  Beatrice doesn’t say anything for a moment. He listens to her hum softly. She has a violin hum. “When she goes, her energy will never be missing from your side. Love doesn’t die like that. I tell this to everyone.


  But yes, I might be seeing you in those later years without her. And still I sense that a little clarification now goes a long way.”


  “Duly noted.”


  “Have you lost your keys?”


  He feels for his pockets. “Uh, no,” he says. “My mind, maybe, not my keys.”


  “Oh, never mind. I just had a weird vibe about your keys. Or my keys, maybe. Or somebody’s keys.”


  “Maybe you’re telling me to go home.”


  She laughs. “You can stay as long as you’d like, but I’m ready for a siesta. The wine, you know. Hang around if you’d like.”


  But he doesn’t. As Beatrice drifts off into the dainty snoring phase of her nap, Gus and Ivy slip out of the house and into the car.


  5


  Well, if it isn’t the ultracool Calvin Cloke. Cloke is Mills’s favorite medical examiner in Maricopa County. Most of the doctors assigned to the OME don’t turn up at the crime scenes. They send the examiners, the civilians. But Dr. Cloke is all in. He loves this shit. A onearmed Gulf War vet with awful skin but an overcompensating smile, Cloke always gives prompt, precise, and cheerful service to the PD. Mills has never seen the guy have a bad day despite the consequences of battle. Cloke is not bitter about the war. In fact he remembers it fondly as the time he, personally, put Saddam Hussein on notice. If his arm were collateral damage, he’d tell people, it was a price he was willing to pay. And yet, he’s not a crazy war hawk looking to shoot down every news chopper he sees, which puts him on opposite sides of that argument with Mills. “Dude!” Cloke shouts.


  “Dude!”


  “Don’t they kick people like you out of places like this?”


  “Yeah,” Mills says. “But now that you’re here, finally, I can blend in with your elegance.”


  “Finally?”


  “Well . . .”


  “Come on, man, I was right in the middle of a shrimp quesadilla when I got the call.”


  Mills explains the demise of Viveca Canning. “I’m confident you’ll find at least one bullet in her brain.”


  “First place I’ll look,” the ME tells him.


  “If only the brain could reveal those last few minutes of life,” Mills says. “If only you could download the memory. You know?”


  “Sounds like a job for your psychic.”


  “He’s not my psychic,” Mills says.


  “So he’s everyone’s psychic. Thanks for sharing.”


  “Powell’s in the house. She’s scene investigator. Have fun.”


  As Cloke’s hulking frame passes through the front door, Mills reaches for his phone and dials Gus Parker.


  “Hi, this is Gus Parker. Don’t bother leaving your name or number,” the recording says. “I know who you are and how to reach you. Just kidding. I’m not as psychic as you think I am.”


  Mills shakes his head. “Your new message is supremely douchey,” he says after the beep. “Call me.”


  Then he heads back to the street to deal with the son of Viveca Canning. He does another quick study of the man’s face, looking for a nuance, any nuance, which might suggest a lingering emotion. Gus Parker has told him to look beyond the obvious emotion, to see little flickers of truth that would otherwise be hiding beneath the surface. Watch the last syllable of a smile for a wince, Gus says. Watch for wickedness running through the shadows of grief. The corner of the mouth. The glint in the eye. Gus tells him the lingering emotion is the first step to intuit the rest, and Mills can’t argue because it’s really part of his repertoire anyway; their work is not so different in this regard. In every other regard, Gus is in another world.


  The chiseled Bennett Canning, still leaning against his precious automobile, his arms folded across his chest, yields very little beyond the cocksure posture and the Hollywood hair. Mills knows his searching gaze is making the guy uncomfortable, but he doesn’t care. He lets it hang there until the slightest tremble crosses Canning’s bottom lip. Mills offers a thoughtful nod as if to encourage more divulgence. The slick scion could be playing him, however. He could be onto Mills. The tremble of the kid’s lip, even in its microscopic brevity, could be a ruse. Then Canning exhales a deep sigh and rolls his shoulders. “You okay?” Mills asks him.


  “I don’t know,” Canning replies. “You tell me.”


  “What would you like me to tell you?”


  “I’d like you tell me who killed my mother.”


  “I’m afraid it’s too soon to know that.”


  “Right, of course.”


  “If you’d be more comfortable, we can continue our conversation back at headquarters,” Mills suggests. The suggestion is not a threat of any kind. It’s a genuine offer.


  The kid shakes his head. “No. I’m fine here,” he says. “I’m staying here as long as my mother’s here.”


  And that’s fine. Restrained by the yellow tape, the gawkers can’t hear what they’re saying. There’s a fair degree of privacy out here in the open.


  “How well do you know the neighbors?” Mills asks him.


  “Like I told you, I don’t live here. Never have. My parents bought the house after I went to Andover.”


  “Andover?”


  “Prep school in Massachusetts. You never heard of it?” Canning asks, his inflection preppy and presumptuous.


  “No.”


  “Well, that’s where I lived for high school, except summers, and then I went to tennis camp. And then I went off to college. You know how it goes.”


  “How it goes . . . of course.”


  Canning removes his sunglasses, bats his eyes against the glare, and says, “Are you sure it’s her?”


  “She matches the faces in the photos throughout the house,” Mills says. “You can confirm it’s her if you want to. But we’re not quite done yet.”


  “Yes. I want to see her.”


  Mills takes one step closer. “You have a sister? The neighbors tell us you have a sister.”


  “I do. A younger sister. I just called her with the news.”


  “Name, age, place of residence?”


  “Her name is Jillian. She’s twenty-seven, lives in San Francisco. Well, Berkeley, actually.”


  “What does she do there?”


  “She’s a lesbian.”


  Mills shakes his head. “Okay, but that’s not what she’s doing, Ben. I’m asking what she does for work.”


  “Oh.” His shifts his eyes back and forth, up and down. “Something with film. I think she’s a film editor.”


  “You’re not close?”


  “We both have busy lives.”


  “What’s your line of work?” Mills asks him.


  “I’m between jobs.”


  “Doing?”


  The cocksure posture returns, the arms across his chest. “Are you interrogating me?”


  “Of course not,” Mills lies. “It’s just really important for us to know as much as we can about the people surrounding the victim. Let’s say you angered someone in your line of work. Maybe this is revenge.” Or maybe you’re in between jobs and need a shortcut to your inheritance, Bennett Canning.


  “I don’t think so. I don’t anger people in my line of work. I’m a tennis pro.”


  Of course you are. “Where?”


  “Most recently The Cliffs Resort and Spa.”


  “And why aren’t you there anymore?”


  “That’s really none of your business.”


  “That’s okay. We can find out.”


  “I assure you my mother’s murder had nothing to do with The Cliffs.”


  Mills smiles mischievously. “Unless a jealous husband caught you doing more than training his wife on the court.”


  Canning groans. “Oh, come on, Detective, you’ve been watching too many Lifetime movies.”


  “Never,” Mills says. “Follow me.”


  Just inside the foyer Mills grabs a pair of booties and instructs the son of Viveca Canning to slip them on. The man’s eyes widen, fear and doubt lodged there now, as he takes in a foreign scene before him in an otherwise familiar place. The cops, the techs, the people are crawling everywhere. There are specimen kits. There are gloved hands all over the family’s treasures. There are voices uttering a language he can’t possibly understand. And then he gasps, almost stumbles backward. His mother’s body on the floor. Dead.


  Mills watches the whole thing unfold across Bennett’s face.


  The kid covers his mouth, utters, “Oh God.”


  Mills says, “You okay?”


  “Oh my God,” Bennett chants, without acknowledging the question. “Oh my God.”


  Mills gently tugs at the guy’s shoulder. “You can’t get any closer. I’m sorry, but we have to stay back.”


  The dead woman’s son nods slowly. He seems unable to blink. Mills recognizes shock setting in, so he guides the man away from the body.


  “Tell me, Ben, how old is your mom?”


  “Sixty-four.”


  “Looks like she was an art lover,” Mills says, gesturing to the walls.


  “A collector, yes.”


  Then Mills points to the obvious empty space between paintings. “You know what hung there?”


  “I’m pretty sure it was a Dali. An original,” Canning replies. “Where is it?”


  “That’s what we’d like to know,” Mills tells him.


  “It was the most valuable one she’d display.”


  “Do you know how valuable?”


  “Not really. But probably a million or more,” Canning replies. “She’d rotate it, all of them, actually, in and out of the vault.”


  “What vault?”


  “She has a collector’s vault in one of the galleries in Scottsdale,” he replies. Then after a moment of consideration, he says, “You think it was stolen? You think maybe she interrupted a burglary?”


  “You’re ahead of us, I’m afraid.”


  “But it’s possible, no?”


  “Of course,” Mills says.


  “Someone came looking for that painting specifically.” It’s not a question.


  “That’s a reasonable theory, assuming it was stolen. We don’t know that. Your mother could have been in the process of rotating it out, as you say.”


  The guy glares at the wall, shakes his head. “I know who you should talk to,” he says bitterly. “My aunt Phoebe. Phoebe Canning Bickford. She fought like hell for that painting.”


  Finally, the first glimmer of a lead. “I’d sure like to know why and with whom,” Mills says.


  “With my mother, of course. Phoebe is my dad’s older sister. She gave the Dali to him for his sixtieth birthday,” Canning explains. “It came from her collection so she figured it was hers, not my mom’s, after my dad died. They’ve been feuding about it ever since, like five years.”


  “Technically I think the law would grant it to your mother,” Mills tells him, “but that’s a moot point now. Does the painting have a name?”


  “I don’t remember,” Canning replies. “It might be an untitled work. You can ask my aunt.”


  “And where can we find,” Mills says, looking down at his notes, “Phoebe Canning Bickford these days?”


  “Here. In Phoenix. She lives up on Camelback. If you give me your number, I’ll text you the address. It’s up on Hawkeye Ridge. I just don’t know the street number off hand.”


  Mills tells him not to worry about the address, that someone back at the PD will nail it down. “But what about close friends?” he asks. “To whom would your mother have confided if she was scared, worried, or threatened?”


  Canning stands there and mulls for a moment, his eyes shifting to the right, then the left. “I guess any of the ladies in her social circle, her gala crowd. But probably the church.”


  “Your mother was a religious woman?”


  The guy laughs. “Very,” he says. “She and my dad supported the church. They practically built it.”


  “Which church?”


  “Angels Rising.”


  “Where?”


  “Here in Phoenix.”


  Mills scribbles a few notes, nods, and leads the man from the house. “I’ll need your phone number . . .”


  Canning recites the number.


  “And your address . . .”


  “Which one?” Canning asks.


  “Which one?”


  “Yeah. The house in Arcadia or the pied-à-terre?”


  “The what?”


  “I also have a condo near the Biltmore.”


  Mills doesn’t hide the eye roll. “I’ll need both.”


  Bennett Canning looks beyond Mills to his dead mother’s house, as if he’s staring at the incomprehensible, and absently lists his two addresses.


  “Thanks, Bennett,” Mills says. “Two things you should know. First, the house is off-limits until we release it to the family. It’s still a crime scene. And, second, don’t be surprised to hear from us again. We’ll likely have more questions.”


  “That’s fine,” Canning says. “I have nothing to hide.”


  Of course he does, Mills knows. Everyone has something to hide. Everyone. Fact of life.
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  Later that afternoon Grady and Woods hold a press conference outside the gates to Viveca Canning’s subdivision. They’ve conferred with Mills and are releasing only surface details for now.


  “Not going to the media circus?” Powell asks him.


  He shakes his head and feels a smile emerge. “No. I have a fear of clowns.”


  “One of these days you’re going to find a reporter you actually like,” she says.


  “I like Sally Tobin from The Republic, but she’s about to retire.” They’ve gathered again under the porte cochere where they’re sheltered from the blistering sun. Lower in the driveway, Preston emerges from his car. He’s carrying his tablet. He steps into the square of shade and says, “Just a simple Google search tells quite a story about Viveca Canning.”


  Mills looks over his shoulder as Preston reads from various headlines. Seems the Internet is gushing about her. Praise for her philanthropy, her kindness, her compassion. Last year she went with church leaders to Africa to pray for children suffering a famine. She’s building a clinic in Bangladesh, another in Haiti. She’s featured in magazine articles and TV stories. She has a Twitter and a Facebook account. Her Facebook feed is a Who’s Who of gala life and gowns galore. Nothing about her family, Mills notices. Her tweets feature the See and Be Seen nonsense, as well, but ever since she created the Twitter account two years ago, she’s also been tweeting regularly about her church along with photos of functions and outreach; there’s a post about a church dinner at a homeless shelter; she sent a series of tweets from a literacy event where her church donated five thousand books. She tweeted a photo of her pastor shaking hands with one of the U.S. senators from Arizona.


  Thanks to @SenWayneGooding for helping @CAR with our #AbstinenceforTeens campaign.


  A #righteous effort. #Purity #Chastity #Elevate


  “Okay . . .” Powell says. “Looks like we have a holy roller on our hands.”


  Mills just stares at the screen and says nothing for a moment. The holy roller thing is obvious, and while he doesn’t want to overlook the obvious, he also doesn’t want to neglect that which hides beneath. He remembers the days before social media when virtually everything hid beneath. There was no immediate window into anyone’s life, no gaping wide window, no selfies. And yet, even in this era of oversharing, Mills is mindful that social media only shows what people want it to show; it’s the Greatest Hits of someone’s life, the Profile of a Winner, the Resume of a Star, the Happiest Family on Earth. And dogs. Dogs that are never quite as entertaining as their owners think. The only person in the world he knows without a Facebook or Twitter account is Gus Parker. But that doesn’t surprise him. Mills, himself, is on social media. If you can call one post every two months a social media presence. And it’s mostly dedicated to his son, Trevor, winning games at U of A. “If you notice,” he tells the gang, “she stopped tweeting about church sometime in May. It’s August now. Does church go on summer break?”


  “No, but apparently she did,” Preston says, scrolling down. “Looks like she was having a busy summer of travel. There are all kinds of photos here from Greece, the Canary Islands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland . . .”


  “Maybe she just got home,” Powell says. “Which would explain why her shit’s all over the place. Maybe this isn’t about someone trying to make it look like a robbery. Maybe she just got home from summer vacation and dumped everything everywhere.”


  Mills shrugs, indicating he’s not convinced one way or another. He asks Preston to go back to Google and search the son’s name. He watches as the other detective types in V-i-v-e-c-a by mistake, and before Mills has a chance to stop him, Preston hits “search.” A page of bright blue headlines appear. Bright blue and brand new.


  VALLEY SOCIALITE FOUND DEAD IN HER PHOENIX HOME


  “Wow, that was fucking fast,” Powell says.


  POLICE SAY SOCIALITE’S DEATH LIKELY HOMICIDE


  The press conference hasn’t even ended and reporters are already pumping out news copy.


  WHO KILLED VIVECA CANNING? THE FAMOUS PHOENICIAN GUNNED DOWN


  Three stories from an ongoing press conference and it won’t stop there. Reporters are now primed to post from the scene, tweet from the yellow tape, and Instagram the instacrime. The competition is as hot as a fever. In the old days Alex Mills was not affected by the competition. But now his boss expects him to be faster than an iPhone because technology, after all, has reset the speed of society. Now, not later. This second, not this minute. Yesterday, what the hell is that? Yeah, he gets it. If the average person can find all the answers in less than .46 seconds on Google, surely we can solve cases faster. “At least that’s the expectation,” Sergeant Woods had warned him a few years ago. “People don’t understand the concept of waiting anymore.”


  Yeah, he gets it. The case of dead valley darling Viveca Canning will spin exponentially into a shitstorm before he even leaves the scene. His jaw aches from grinding his teeth.
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  Now that Beatrice’s book, Memoir of a Psychic: I Told You So, has been sitting on the bestseller list for almost a year (in it she references Gus too many times for his liking, his modesty, and his privacy), her phone doesn’t stop ringing. Everybody wants to meet Beatrice, know Beatrice, ask Beatrice, and tell Beatrice, and that doesn’t even include the media. The media is relentless. Everybody wants a piece of her. She’s doing a media tour but that’s only resulted in more requests for consultations from prospective clients. Beatrice’s assistant, Hannah, a sweet and misty-eyed lady of eighty-eight, can’t keep up with all the requests. So, when people can’t book with Beatrice they ask for Gus. Which would explain why his client list is growing rapidly and almost uncontrollably, and why his phone is ringing at 7:00 a.m. with a chirping Hannah who needs to refer a client.


  “The woman sounded urgent, Gus. She says she needs to see someone soon. Like today!” Hannah gushes. “She actually requested you, said she read about you in the book and remembers your name from a case on the news.”


  Gus feels the first twist of a headache in his skull. He had begged Alex to keep his name out of the news, but more than once the detective had dropped Gus’s name to give Gus credit he had not asked for and, no doubt, to give the chief and the sergeant the chagrin Alex had thought they deserved for being pricks. Mentioning the psychic always gave the brass the grief of dubious inquiries from a skeptical public.


  “I don’t go back to my real job until tomorrow,” he tells Hannah. “So have her come by at 10:15.”


  She offers him a mwah and disconnects.


  So he dashes into the shower and then into the kitchen, puts on the coffee and lets it brew while he takes Ivy for her morning walk. She’s in good shape, this dog, still rushing and yelping at the birds, still inclined to leap at Gus just because she can’t get enough of play. She’s seven years old. The vet says she’s one of the healthiest golden retrievers he’s ever seen, and he says Gus gets all the credit. Again, the credit! Gus doesn’t understand all the clamor about credit. Who really gives a shit? He remembers his old days on the beach, meeting a Buddhist surfer dude who told him the difference between the biggest wave and the best wave; the biggest wave was for the ego while the best wave was for the soul. The ego needs the credit for attempting the biggest wave, but ego surfers often miss waves of enlightenment that rise around them all day long. They were both a little stoned at the time, but Gus remembers the beauty of being in the moment with any wave he chose, closing his eyes as he rode the crest, being there, alone with the sun, being there, drowning in the golden light that seeped through his lids, being there, if only for a moment without a single thought, without a single word, without a memory or a plan. He sailed in transcendental bliss. He learned Surfing as Meditation from this Buddhist buddy who one day gave him a hug for no reason and a soaking wet slap on the back, and never returned to the beach. He simply vanished from Gus’s life. Gus wonders if he ever truly existed, or whether he’d been a visitor from Gus’s imagination, or a vision, or a bit of both. It was more than twenty years ago. He can’t remember, through the haze of those days, the name of that Buddhist surfer.


  Her name is Aaliyah. “Two ‘A’s at the beginning, one at the end,” she tells him. She’s punctual, arriving precisely at his door at 10:15. He’s on his second cup of coffee. He offers to brew more for her but she declines. They sit in his office and Gus observes her impossible face. He knows nothing about makeup and can’t infer anything about cosmetics but assumes the flawlessness of her skin is natural. Her brown eyes are lighter than Billie’s; instead of dark moons, they’re orange flames. Like a tiger. She smiles and Gus is in that light again, on that wave, drowning for a moment. Aaliyah Jones is a messenger. Gus can see it. He knows it. She is here for answers but she comes with answers. She crosses her legs, her long, thin legs. She’s a foal. With turquoise-beaded anklets.


  “Welcome,” he says.


  “Do you always do the once-over of your clients?” she asks.


  I’m sorry?


  “You undressed me with your eyes.”


  Gus feels the color drain in a whoosh from his face. “Oh no,” he begs, “no, no, no. I promise I wasn’t doing that. I’m sorry if that felt like undressing, but you’re a new client.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “I was trying to read you. And I guess that feels like undressing. I apologize for making you uncomfortable.”


  She laughs, like the joke’s on him. “Never mind. It takes a lot to make me uncomfortable.”


  Gus nods, allowing the blood to return. “I see,” he mutters to buy another moment. “What brings you here this morning?”


  “It’s important,” she says, sitting up, squaring her shoulders, balletlike. “I might know something about a murder.”


  That lands like a big box of surprise. Gus swallows hard and looks at the box between them. It’s wrapped and bowed. Like a gift, but not. Unexpected gifts.


  “What are you looking at?” the woman asks.


  “Nothing. Everything. I see things differently than you,” he tells her. “That’s why you’re here. Tell me about the murder.”


  “It’s been all over the news. The socialite who was shot in her home, did you see it?”


  “I’ve been traveling for a couple of weeks. Just got home, so no . . .” She leans forward, her athletic arms folding, elbows to her knees. “Oh. I’m a news reporter. On TV, Channel 4.”


  “Wow. You are a messenger,” Gus chants.


  She tilts her perfect face. “What is that supposed to mean? Have you never seen a black reporter before?”


  Oh God. Gus puts his head in his hands and groans. “Of course I have. I’m sorry you misunderstood. I just got a vibe about you when you first sat down. I sensed you were full of knowledge, or information, or something materially important. It would make sense that you’re a journalist.”


  “Really?”


  He looks up. “Yeah. Really. Maybe we should start over.”


  She laughs, again at his expense. “It’s okay. I was half-kidding.” “Half?”


  “There are more Circle Ks in the valley than black people,” she says. “We do sometimes feel alien.”


  “Ah, I see. Of course.”


  “Just so you know, I didn’t cover the murder. I was working on something else. But some of my colleagues did. All the stations and newspapers did. She was kind of well-known.”


  “And you think you know why she died?”


  “I think I might know some background that others might not consider,” she says. “I don’t know what to do.”


  She’s a tough one. Aaliyah Jones may be a messenger, all right, but her vibe is an otherwise complicated mix of danger and thrill he can’t quite fathom. It’s too soon. They’ve only just met.


  “I’m not sure what you should do either,” he concedes. “Do you want me to visualize what you should do? Or do you want to tell me what you know, and I can try to intuit whether it’s really linked to the murder you’re talking about?”


  “The latter would be perfect, but I can’t tell you what I know, at least not yet. I just can’t,” she tells him. “So, maybe the first thing. Maybe you should just visualize what it would look like for me to go to the cops.”


  He sits back. “Okay, but first I have some basic questions about you.”


  She sits back, as well, apparently sensing Gus’s ease. “I’m ready.” He asks how many years she’s been a reporter. Seven. Has she always worked in Phoenix? No. Where has she worked before? Jacksonville, Florida. Albany, New York. He asks if she’s from Phoenix originally.


  “No,” she says. “I came here for the job three years ago. I was born and raised in Atlanta.”


  “And your family is still there . . .”


  “Wow, you really are psychic.”


  “Uh, no. Just a good guess.”


  “I know,” she says.


  She knows. She’s messing with him. Powerful woman. She’s all electric around him, like a storm. She’s thunder and lightning and a swirling sea.


  He takes a deep breath, exhales, and says, “What’s stopping you from going to the cops with your information?”


  She narrows her eyes and says, “Journalistic ethics. I’m not against helping the police. Reporters will informally coordinate with cops from time to time. But I’m not sure if I can reveal what I know to them because it could reveal my sources, and these sources fear for their lives.”


  “Fear for their lives . . .” Gus nods as he tries to conjure up a vibe. He shakes his head. “I think you need to wait a few days before you do anything, because the law, the investigation, moves much more slowly than you see on Law & Order. And you need to see what information becomes public. What becomes public could relieve you of your need to come forward. Also, I fear for your sources,” he tells her. “I’m getting a strong vibe about that.”


  Even as she goes, as she rises to her feet later and moves to the door, the ballet of her arms as wispy as reeds of Ocotillo in a crisp desert wind, even as she retreats down the driveway and slides into her car, even as she disappears around the corner, Gus is standing there, still standing there, sensing strong vibes about a dangerous wave that’s coming for people who are nowhere near the sea.


  8


  To no avail, Mills has been trying to reach Viveca Canning’s daughter all morning. Jillian is her name. Bennett had given Mills his sister’s contact information, but Mills had sensed a certain estrangement, so for all he knows the info is outdated. And so he has sent Powell and Myers back to the scene while he and Preston pore through details about the victim’s associates, mostly gained through social media, some from magazine and news stories. Viveca Canning has been profiled by the valley’s big glossy magazines (particularly the ones that dwell on luxe life and privilege) a dozen times (no exaggeration), and with every article comes soaring praise from her friends/fellow socialites as well as the recipients of her charity. Mills and Preston are gathering names. Contacting most.
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