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for Quique, without whom I never would have braved the Daly City fog






CHAPTER 1

Shamshine and Sunshine are not the same thing. Anybody with training can tell the difference. Just like anybody with training could tell that Winfred Pimsley was a crook. But he was my kind of crook.

His antique shop perched on a hilltop just south of the ruins of San Francisco. On the Daly City side, little houses made of ticky-tacky sat back from the street, guarded by picket fences. Cars smuggled up from Mexico were parked across lawns, rusting steadily in the Pacific fog as they waited to get their plates changed. Kids playing hooky raced bikes held together with duct tape and resignation. A block away in San Francisco, moldy Victorians crumbled onto shattered sidewalks. Wild anise poked through the cracks in the deserted streets. Even daredevil teens knew to stay out of the old city.

The area had seen plenty of illicit psychopigment spills over the last thirty years, permeating the landscape with a thick emotional haze at odds with its appearance. As Tommy and I drove past yards overgrown with mile-high dandelions, the aging pigment’s mix of ennui and affection made me feel like I’d just walked into my dad’s old hardware store. Most antique dealers would’ve chosen a nicer neighborhood, but Pimsley had weighed the weeds against the ambient nostalgia and moved his operation from downtown faster than you could say “Falklands.” That was the inveterate salesman for you: everything calculated to pull customers’ heartstrings before they passed the fence.

We left my red Renault 4 on the curb outside the shop. I made sure it was locked before heading to the cornflower-blue garden gate. Not that anyone would bother breaking into a clown car with a lousy paint job, but it was the principle of the thing. Tommy jerked open the shop’s stained-glass door and shouted, “Psychopigment Enforcement! Hands up!”

A low-throated chuckle greeted us from the back. Pimsley’s gray pompadour peeked over the top of an overstuffed recliner. A lever thumped, lowering the footrest, and he stood slowly. His impeccably tailored pewter suit needed no smoothing, but he plucked at his pant legs to make sure they fell straight.

I’d known him since his mane had been a lush chestnut, but he’d embraced the first strands of white as a sign it was time to go full silver fox. He’d always played a man of another era. With his shift in hair color his persona had become even more outlandish. Sometimes I felt like I was talking to a parody of a 1920s matinee idol. But the sharp mind underneath cut through the gingerbread often enough to keep me on my toes.

“Agent Kay Curtida herself!” He spread his manicured hands at me in welcome. “With her delightful cadet! I was just thinking of putting on another pot of tea.”

We weren’t there for a social visit, and he knew it. Getting information out of Pimsley always happened on his terms, but the beverage was negotiable. “Don’t suppose you’ve still got that coffee maker lying around,” I said, producing a packet of old-school grounds from my navy fanny pack.

Pimsley’s smile cut lines in his pale cheeks. He looked like an albino lizard hiding its teeth. “I’m still waiting for the buyer on that one. Perhaps it will be you?”

“Guys, do you have to go through the whole thing about the coffeepot every time?” Tommy asked, sauntering over to the vintage records lining the back wall. “Couldn’t you just drink the instant stuff like everyone else?”

“Youth! That lack of patience, that burning urgency—what a thrill!” Pimsley sighed. “I will make the java. I have a new disc for you, Tommy, darling. Let me get the key to the turntable.” He took the grounds and moved to a Victorian rolltop desk. Reaching for a hidden lever, he shooed me away. “This is not for the prying eyes of the law, Agent.”

I already knew plenty about his fondness for clandestine compartments, but I dutifully wandered off to look over his wares. Even with a dead-end case on my hands, the shop was soothing. Something about the abundance of stuff, the sumptuous piles of costume jewelry, the stacks of elegant chairs from another age. A cluster of Tiffany lamps shed wholesome, comforting light on a dish overflowing with currency from back before we had a thousand-dollar coin; a ten-gallon jar of marbles gleamed in the corner. Everything came in oodles and gobs.

In the cozy confines of the space, it was easy enough to forget that the antique bounty was a front for Pimsley’s real business. It was a poorly kept secret that he was involved in off-label psychopigment collection, plying a network of wealthy collectors hungry for the rarest of pigments: batches of vintage experiments from the 1980s or recent breakthroughs that had yet to reach even the black market. More than once, I’d waited across the street while a bodyguard escorted a bespoke suit out to his Lamborghini. After spending a good part of an hour watching one particularly geriatric patron make her way across the lawn, I’d asked Pimsley why he hadn’t set up shop in one of the big cities. “They all think I’m their special discovery. That’s catnip to collectors,” he’d said.

I figured there were other reasons but I’d immediately regretted my question. The less I knew, the better. Our deal was that I didn’t peer too closely into the darkened corners of the store, and he kept me in the loop about the goings-on in the rinky-dink underworld of Daly City. If he ever needed out of a tight spot, he had my number. Our arrangement worked just fine for me—it was his tip that had led me to the cache of unstable Cobalt pigment that had been turning folks maudlin in San Carlos. That job had almost gotten me a mention in the union quarterly. Almost. Would’ve been the highlight of a career spent chasing hoodlums too dumb to tie their own shoes.

Pimsley put on the coffee and started up the record player. With those two appliances running, we could have been back in my childhood, before boom boxes, microwaves, or the war. Tommy settled into the recliner. The first time I’d brought him here, he’d jittered all over the place, anxious to get the scoop and get out. Over time, he’d gotten the hang of the gentleman’s rhythm. Now I wondered whether he would notice if I left without him. The strains of the vinyl 45 drifted across the room, a girlish voice soaring over a drum machine and the twanging beat of an electric bass. “What is it?” Tommy asked.

“Bootsie Poots’s first single,” Pimsley said, producing three porcelain cups with rose-pink detailing. “She was an R & B singer before Hollywood got ahold of her.”

“R & B?” Tommy asked.

“Rhythm and blues, dear. Back before electronic tango took over the airwaves, there were whole radio stations devoted to it.”

We all listened to Bootsie croon. I thought I’d found happiness, but all I’ve got is something like hope…

Tommy let out an appreciative “mmmmm.” Pimsley’s eyelids drooped with pleasure. I tried to figure out what was so great. It was just another lady trying to convince me she was having feelings. I found a pile of laminated paper clippings next to the Tiffany lamps. On top was a WHAT IS PSYCHOPIGMENT? pamphlet I’d seen in my high school nurse’s office. A cartoon dog said So it’s like paintball, but with feelings? A cat in a lab coat responded Sure. But any way it gets inside you—sinking through your skin, breathed in through your mouth, or eaten—it’s going to give you some gnarly emotions. I’d never understood why anyone thought talking animals were the best way to communicate with teenagers.

Underneath the pamphlet was a stack of front pages from the San Francisco Chronicle, one of the local rags from before my time in the Bay. The first was almost twenty-seven years old, from April 23, 1982. “NATO Enters Falklands Conflict, Declares War on Argentina.” Then followed a litany of lost battles and blitzed cities: New York, DC, Los Angeles, Chicago. I flipped through, reliving Uncle Sam’s topple from the bully pulpit to the third world.

“Military Confirms Deep Blue ‘Psychopigment’ Involved in Mysterious Incapacitation of Leaders.” I’d watched that press conference with my mother. Everybody had already known the blue stuff causing mass amnesia in our urban centers had to be a weapon. Newly anointed President Fletcher Rigby made the announcement, looking surprisingly unfazed for someone who’d been ninth in the line of succession mere days before. The final headline was from 1984: “Surrender in Mumbai Ends Malvinas War: NATO, China and Russia Capitulate; Argentina to Annex Great Britain.” First time the Chronicle referred to the sheep-covered islands that had kicked off the war by their Argentine name of “Malvinas” instead of “Falklands.”

Pimsley hummed along to Bootsie Poots, carefully arranging bullet-sized macaroons on saucers. I hoped his information would be more satisfying than the cookies.

“Shamshine,” the Chief had said as she handed over the file on the case. The fake version of Sunshine Yellow, the prescription psychopigment Depressives relied on to stay functional. Any agent could tell it wasn’t the real thing, but if you were one of the thirty million laypeople filling your monthly prescription, you probably wouldn’t notice if the counterfeit had been slipped into your gelcaps. At least, you wouldn’t until the rip-off had permanently seared the capacity for joy from your brain.

The legitimate happiness pills were big enough business that criminals salivated over breaking into the market. The Yellowjacket Cartel up in Idaho had been the first to develop a cheap imitation. At the height of their power, they’d had infiltrators at every step of the supply chain. All of us knew someone who’d been burnt. Tommy’d told me he had three relatives bedridden after getting bad pills. Since the crime ring had been busted, smaller players were moving into the vacuum, copycats popping up from sea to shining sea.

The Chief said our local cult, known as the Pinkos, had gotten their hands on a recipe for the dangerous Sunshine knockoff. We were to sniff around, find out what there was to know. It was the kind of case that we never got out here in Daly City. The kind of case that could get me noticed. Get me out of this backwater, up to the big time in Boise or Iowa City. But we’d had it on our docket for almost a week now, and every trail we’d traced had been cold.

Bootsie sang out a final “something like hope” and Tommy nudged the needle back to the edge of the record. “I like it,” he said. “How much are you asking?”

“For you, my dear?” Pimsley’s voice went snake-oil smooth, pulling out one of Tommy’s nasal guffaws. If the salesman didn’t have anything for us, we’d have spent the week going to Pinko Temple meet and greets for nothing. I skipped ahead in the pile of papers, flipping through the past as they haggled. The scent of fresh coffee slipped through ebony chair legs and over piles of wheat pennies.

The two men agreed to disagree about the price of the record, leaving it for another visit. Tommy sank back in the recliner and mouthed Bootsie’s lyrics. Great. Another earworm for my songbird cadet to torment me with. An ornately carved chair with flaking gilt and a high, upholstered back balanced with prim pride on top of a stack of furniture. Didn’t look like it had a match. Pimsley brought over my cup. “If you’d told me, when this came out, that in the year of our lord 2009 the youngsters wouldn’t have even heard of R & B…”

“Seems like he likes it,” I said.

“Well, he’s a pearl.” I looked over at my cadet and tried to see where Pimsley got that impression. Tommy Ho was square jawed, tall and lanky, all elbows; his black crew cut looked particularly bland today. I was not in the pearl-detection business. Pimsley followed my gaze, lips puckered fondly, then turned back to the seat I’d been ogling. “So. Has my Louis XIV chair piqued your interest?”

“Maybe.”

“Or is it something else you came for?”

I took a mouthful of coffee, calculating how many beans to spill. Pimsley was a cog in the rumor mill, and it would take a favor to keep anything I said on the premises. I chose to go with half the details. “You heard anything about new players in the Shamshine racket?”

“Shamshine?” He bit one of his tiny macaroons in half. Chewed slowly and swallowed. “I haven’t seen any that made a splash out here since the Yellowjacket Cartel took their tumble. Heard whispers of a group out in Boulder, but nothing ever showed up. Same with the stuff from Sedona, New Memphis, Bend… Is somebody local moving in? That would be big news. Big news indeed…”

I’d been playing this game with Pimsley for two decades. Long enough to know that he clammed up when he was holding out and let his tongue run when he was fishing for more. A sentence naming three different cities was definitely him baiting the hook. I looked back at the chair, trapped high up on the pile of its distant cousins. “Just rumors. Nothing definitive. Yet.”

There went our last possible source of information. I curated my ignorance of his off-color doings, but I knew enough to know that if Pimsley’d heard nothing, there was nothing to hear. We’d be heading back to the Agency empty-handed. Bootsie warbled “I thought I’d found happiness, but all I’ve got is something like hope” for the hundredth time. I blew a curl off my forehead and readjusted the bobby pin in charge of keeping it out of my face. Losing battles are my forte. “How much for the Louis whatever?”

Pimsley paused, macaroon halfway to his mouth. “You want the… piece of furniture?”

“I could use an extra seat in my apartment.”

He called Tommy over to extricate the chair from its precarious perch. I bargained the price down to a hundred and thirty thou. At the register, Pimsley smiled as he straightened his gray cuffs. “All these years, I never thought of you as a Louis XIV kind of a girl.”

“You learn something new every day.”

“Keeps one young, doesn’t it?” The lines around his eyes crinkled.

“Sure does. You know, I’ve been feeling kind of old, lately.”

He looked up from handwriting my receipt. “My dear, the minute I hear anything about Shamshine, I will make your buzzer go bananas. I wouldn’t forgive myself if I let you get any more frost in those curls. Tommy, let me help you with that chair—”



My Renault 4 was almost vintage enough to be featured in Pimsley’s shop, but the chair fit fine in the back. “Why are we driving around with a beat-up seat?” Tommy asked, riding shotgun.

A forlorn eucalyptus shivered in the morning breeze. I turned down the hill toward the devil’s trident intersection at Hillcrest and Vendome. Telephone wires bunched and splayed overhead like a grid drawn by a drunk. “Gotta sit on something,” I said.

“You already have a chair.”

“Sure. One.”

I could feel him squinting at me. “You expecting company? I haven’t known you to have anyone over the whole time we’ve worked together.”

“You came over when we were tracking the San Carlos cache.”

“Yeah, and you had me sit on the floor. This isn’t about that R & D guy from Boise, is it?”

The R & D guy was Doug Nambi, an old buddy from the Psychopigment Enforcement Training Academy. Research and development sounds pretty boring when you’re a teenager, but as I’d learned since, what your title is in this line of work matters less than where it is. Your assignments can only be as challenging as the criminals you’re up against. Where I’d wound up giving glorified parking tickets to a bunch of would-be crooks, Doug had gone straight to the heart of the action in Boise, Idaho.

He’d been integral in getting the Yellowjacket Cartel’s dangerous imitation of Sunshine Yellow off the street and had brought us this current Shamshine case as a follow-up. We’d lost touch since our fifteen-year reunion. When he walked into the Psychopigment Enforcement Agency office on Tuesday morning, it’d felt to me like finding a years-overdue library book under the front seat of the car. “I took a shine to the chair, that’s all,” I told Tommy. I don’t like to be interrogated, especially about my reasons for doing things. If I don’t care what they are, I don’t see why anyone else should.

We pulled up to the stoplight in front of the old elevated train tracks. Shrubs had pushed through the cracks in the parking lot that had once served the station. My mind ground down a familiar rut. Showing up with nothing on the biggest case the Daly City department had seen in decades would put the final nail in the coffin of my dream of extending my time as an agent. Normal retirement age was forty. Some stellar field agents held out another ten years. At the ripe end of thirty-nine, with my track record of rapping small-timers across the knuckles, I was staring down the barrel of a warm handshake and polite dismissal. I blew the damn curl off my forehead again. The light turned green. It took two tries to get the shifter into first.

On the radio, KFOG was running a report on the economic fallout from the national scourge of Yellowjacket Shamshine Doug had put the kibosh on. Just what I needed to brighten my mood. There was an interview with a daughter who’d quit her job to care for her incapacitated mother. Tommy sighed. I knew he had an aunt with a similar story. Most of his offers coming out of the academy had been in R & D. But Tommy had been dead set on fieldwork because of the damage he’d seen Shamshine causing around the turn of the millennium. Back when folks thought it was just batches of their daily pills getting accidentally “contaminated.” Back when no one could believe a shadowy criminal network was adulterating their meds, profiting off fried brains.

The radio moved on to the Hope Count and weather report. Dreary days ahead. We rattled toward downtown, passing La Parrilla, the local Argentine grill. The sign featured a horseback-mounted Gaucho, a figure more melancholy than a cowboy and shorter. It was a national symbol of Argentina, extolled in their literature and films, a callback to an idealized, simpler past. The cartoon version’s droopy mustache matched how I was feeling, thinking about the big fat nothing we’d be taking into our department meeting this afternoon. If only Pimsley’d had dirt to share. If only the Pinkos’d had a “Shamshine this way” sign at their temples. If only I had any idea where else to go.

I was saved from dropping down the Depressive rabbit hole by a squawk from the radio. “Agent Curtida, I need you to head over to the Icarus campus,” the Chief said. “The cops have been called in to check out a suicide, and they think it’s pigment related.”

Suicides were a bushel a Benjamin in the Pigment Enforcement caseload. Wasn’t exactly an uplifting assignment, but it beat filling out paperwork about the case we’d failed to solve. I turned the wheel, taking us south to see who’d had a worse morning than us.






CHAPTER 2

Icarus Corporation was headquartered in one of Daly City’s most architecturally forward offices. Brutalist pillars supported an angry bunker, pierced by long windows. It looked like a cross between a hostile UFO and a tulip.

The corpse was around the back of the building, surrounded by broken glass. The stink of urine and feces and rancid sweat rolled off it. Looking up, I could see a dark hole near the top of one of the glass slivers that passed for windows. The site of the jumper’s self-defenestration.

The body had landed nose down, arms splayed across a parking line. One hand clutched a battered chair leg. A pool of blood, dry at the edges, spread outward from the spot where a receding blond hairline met the asphalt. The guy wore a striped polo, a style that had gone out of fashion when I was in high school. I squatted, holding my breath. I could never get used to the smell of death. A looping scar ran from the stiff’s left ear toward the pavement, accompanied on either side by suture marks.

We’d crossed paths more than a few times. Tucker Cutts, better known as Blufftown Tuck. He was a petty crook who got into the pigment business trying to find a cure for his mother after the Magenta Attack in 1989. He’d always been unfortunate. Didn’t mean I’d expected him to end up like this. I identified him out loud as I stood, brushing off my jeans.

The neurotypical officer who’d been first on the scene let out a huff of air. “I knew this case was one of yours.” The way he said yours made clear his disdain for the mess. Our two arms of the law never got along too well. All us Pigment Enforcement agents were Depressives—had to be, to make it through the work. Like the psychosoldiers in the war, we’d been selected because of our neuroprofile. Depressives tend to deny our own emotions, which translates nicely into being able to function through the psychological effects of bad pigment hits. The old-school cops claimed their force was “free of any anomalous psychiatric profiles” and looked down on us as a bunch of gloomy loons. I’d seen enough to suspect there were plenty of undiagnosed psychopaths among them. The fact that their budget was big enough for things like patrol cars and overtime pay didn’t endear them to me, either.

I’d had plenty of experience with their tendency to shove anything connected to mental health our way, pigment related or not. I told the cop we might recognize Blufftown Tuck, but that didn’t make his sticky end our business. That was when the man bothered to mention that there were two more “nutcases” upstairs. He led us back into the building. “One of the scientists found them. Real nice little Asian lady. Pamela something or other—Wang or Wong or whatever. Wanted to be helpful but couldn’t get her story out for the shock. I mean, imagine, you come into work and there are crooks tripping out in your office.”

Tommy was bristling at the “Wang or Wong” comment, so I sent him off to call the coroner and track down witnesses. As the officer escorted me to the mirrored elevator, a short man came hurrying across the lobby’s polished floor. He had a box of pastries under one arm. His navy suit sported the shiny elbows of the overworked and underpaid corporate PR flack. He kept a steady patter of inanities going as we rode up to the twelfth floor and walked toward the crime scene. Icarus shared our deep desire to get to the bottom of things, anything they could do to help, so utterly bewildered at this mysterious tragedy, and would I like a warm medialuna? He’d run out to get them as soon as the cops called in Pigment Enforcement.

I could read between the lines on the sudden hospitality: a suicide on campus was no big deal, but Icarus’s product was pigment. So if there was a chance something colorful was involved, they’d do their best to keep the situation on lockdown.

The corporation was the brainchild of the military doctors who had first come up with the idea of using psychopigment for mental health treatments. Argentines had won the war with their first color, Deepest Blue. While they continued developing pigments after achieving world domination, they’d never considered their secondhand emotions to be anything but weapons. It took the American psychiatric mindset to see swords that could be beaten to profitable ploughshares. Less than a decade after the war, we’d appropriated our enemy’s emotional artillery to treat our country’s psychic woes.

Military shrinks had started out using Slate Gray Ennui to attempt to prevent veterans’ PTSD-spawned violent outbursts. That first attempt went about as badly as could be expected. Sunshine Yellow Happiness was the game changer. After demonstrating its effectiveness at increasing the productivity of depressed veterans, the docs had a smooth path to legalization and lucre. With a couple pharma executives to draw up the Icarus Corporation and lobby Congress, they soon had all thirty million Depressives in the States clamoring for prescriptions.

The Argentines found American pharmaceutical applications of psychopigment downright batty, but they allowed Icarus to operate as long as they conducted their research within arm’s reach of the Gaucho base down in Palo Alto. Rumor had it the general who ran the base had said, “If the gringos want to put our weapons into pills and take them every morning, who am I to stop them?” Personally, I figured popping a gelcap was preferable to lying on a couch talking about my feelings multiple times a week, the de rigueur method of mental health treatment in Buenos Aires.

The jet-black tiles of the twelfth-floor hallway bounced the flack’s nasal voice back toward us. Cold sunlight cut through the window slits at either end. The telltale lime green of a hazpig suit hung in a case across from the elevator. IN CASE OF PIGMENT SPILL, BREAK GLASS. Minimize exposed skin. Avoid inhaling vaporized pigment. Examine your emotions. After exposure, your feelings are not your own. We passed potted ficus and unmarked doors on both sides, heading for the room where Blufftown Tuck decided to end it all.

When we entered, the “real nice little Asian lady” was sitting by the door, looking just as put out as I felt. She wore a coral skirt suit with shoulder pads that meant business. A spray of lace that had to have cost twice my paycheck billowed from her collar. Her dark hair was pulled back into a perfect bun. But the boardroom-ready look was marred by a pair of cream-colored stilettos that were five centimeters too high and a layer of makeup that could’ve stood up on its own. The overall effect reminded me of a high school valedictorian trying too hard to match the age on her fake ID.

She stood and came toward us, her disconsolate look morphing into a vacant, pleasant expression. She was surrounded by a cloud of vanilla-scented perfume. Shiny Elbows introduced her as Priscilla Li. The woman’s expression stayed placid but her voice was stiff as she said, “Priscilla Kim. Dr. Kim.” At least it’d been closer than the fuzz’s Pamela Wang or Wong. Great start to her day, I could tell.

In the middle of the space, a brunette in a maroon leopard-print cardigan and salmon slacks slumped in her business casual. The medical restraints around her torso and wrists were the only things keeping her upright. In the corner, a man with shoulder-length black curls was trying to wiggle his chair into the wall. He was wearing a teal T-shirt from the Dead Sentiments’ 2007 reunion tour.

The far end of the room featured two floor-to-ceiling windows. One had a large hole in it, presumably courtesy of the dearly departed. The remains of another waiting-room chair were scattered nearby. A rickety desk lay on its side, surrounded by plastic cups and an upended ashtray. A two-liter bottle of bright orange Fanta had rolled across the gray carpet. There was a faint smell of stale cigarette smoke. The walls were padded. The whole thing seemed like an office party gone horribly wrong.

I walked to the broken window, the flack droning at my heels about how none of these people had ever been seen by anyone at Icarus before. Down on the pavement, someone had thrown a sheet over the body. Four floors below me, a crow darted from one streetlamp to another. Glass shards glinted on the carpet. I checked the broken chair. The wooden back had split into spikes. Padding material poked out of the collapsed seat. As expected, I could find only three of the legs. It hadn’t been a flimsy piece of furniture. The glass was reinforced at this high level. Tucker had wanted out at whatever cost.

I turned back to the living and chose my target. I approached the slumped woman slowly, giving her ample opportunity to respond to my presence, but there was no sign of consciousness. I reached out and pulled back an eyelid. Her skin was slippery with sweat. If she’d been wearing makeup, it would’ve smeared. Most women whose tastes ran to colored leopard print wore matching kohl these days. I wondered if this meant she’d had some sense of what was coming when she showed up for whatever this was. Her eyeball stayed rolled back in her head. Sure enough, flashes of dark pigment wriggled through the veins around the edges. It looked like a pretty harsh dose of Blackberry Purple, the phobia fabricator. I wiped my hand on my jeans. The case was ours.

Purple’s eyes flashed open and she snarled at me. Seemed the restraints were there for a reason. My Renault 4 was not going to cut it as safe transport for these folks. I went back to the flack and told him I’d need to call an ambulance unless Icarus could provide better transport. He was off to rustle up a van in a split second. It would be easier to work without him hanging around like a bad case of tinnitus.

The scientist’s features had settled back into the harried lines they’d been in when we arrived. This investigation had already eaten up a chunk of her morning. I sent her with the cop to find Tommy and get him going on her interview. Wasn’t like we needed much from her beyond the time she’d found the group, and my cadet was good at setting folks at ease. She gathered a tan handbag and rumpled overcoat and followed the officer out into the hall.

I went to ID the remaining two. The rock fan thundered a song at me that I vaguely remembered metalheads playing in high school. Satan with eyes of flame, dark figure in the road, so on and so forth. When I told him who I was, he shouted, “The power of Christ compels you!” Seemed they’d watched The Exorcist before painting themselves. Most people who took Blackberry did it because they thought they liked feeling scared. Most of them were wrong.

I managed to get both their prints and found their licenses. The man passed out when I asked what had happened, which made it easier. He was Leonard Gobble of apartment 3B at 1911 Hickey Boulevard. Purple was Jenny Crotty. Same address. Looked like they were a couple. A business card marked her as a massage therapist. From the calluses on his fingers, I guessed he did some sort of manual labor. I looked for pigment smeared on their skin—the usual method for recreational users of the harder colors. No sign. They must have had it in pills. Could explain the long duration of the trip. Blackberry Purple usually wore off after a couple hours.

In the search for pigment, I found bruises on both their upper torsos. Seemed someone had held them down to restrain them. That detail stuck out like a sore thumb. Tucker’s dramatic exit was an outlier, too. The suicides we dealt with were usually deaths of opportunity. A reinforced window would’ve been plenty to deter most folks with panic frying their brain.

There were six sets of fingerprints in total. Two were from Jenny and Leonard. I lifted Blufftown Tuck’s from the chair. The other three I only picked up on the crumpled plastic cups, still sticky with Fanta. I figured the mystery prints would include the people who’d tied Jenny and Leonard down. It was a nice working theory. Did nothing to answer the big fat why? at the heart of the situation.

The overturned ashtray’s spent trail of cigarettes stretched from the table halfway to the broken window. They were all the pale blue butts of Caravanas, imported from Argentina. Fancy stuff. Didn’t see many of those outside of the movies. Each sported a ring of lipstick. I counted a couple dozen, thinking of Priscilla Kim’s pancaked makeup.

The cop reappeared with the news that Tommy was interviewing the scientist in her office. I was about to ask where that was when Shiny Elbows announced from the doorway that the van had arrived. We lugged the wigged-out seathuggers to the elevator. It was turning out to be a day full of chairs.

Once they were packed off, I asked the flack to take me to Priscilla. That stopped his stream of platitudes for a second, but he recovered enough to buzz like a midge all the way to our destination. I focused on the decor to keep from swatting at him. Hung in the hallways were old ads for Icarus’s rainbow of products, and photo ops from the FDA approvals of the various pigments. Big shots shaking hands with representatives of Congress over vials of Cerulean Guilt or Cobalt Sadness.

Ever since Sunshine Yellow, whatever colors Icarus found useful rapidly moved to prescription status. Most of them came from labs in Argentina, but some were legalized through a “compassionate use” clause for criminally developed pigments. What was defined as “useful” had more to do with its utility for the corporation’s bottom line than its value to the fabric of society. Some of the ads were vaguely funny, at least. A woman, shouting in anger, aimed a hair dryer like a gun at the camera lens. Need a reset? Icarus’s Rage PurgeTM is here to help. Wondered whether Shiny Elbows had dreamed of writing copy like that.

He led me to a back elevator and then down to level minus seven of the building’s deep basements. As I shut the grate of the lift behind me, I could hear Tommy’s guffaw bouncing down the hall. A giggle rang out over it. Seemed he was managing to build rapport with the subject. “And then,” the woman’s voice said, “he wanted to mix it in the shaker!”

“An old-fashioned?” Tommy’s voice went high in disbelief.

Well. That rapport might not be yielding the results I’d wish for. I stuck my head into the windowless cube. Priscilla’s ears were pink with laughter. She sat behind a desk bare except for a pair of fashionably tiny espresso cups of instant coffee. The bright overhead light brought out her under-eye concealer. Her lip liner was perfectly applied. Her jacket and purse hung from a hook on the back wall. The PR flack set to rubbing his elbows when he realized my cadet had been interviewing her without his supervision. Tommy grinned up at me from where he sat on a tiny stool. There was almost enough room for him and his clipboard in the corner behind the door. “Curtida,” he said, “I see you’ve met my cousin.”

“His favorite cousin!” Dr. Kim said. “I had no idea he was working in Pigment Enforcement—you’re lucky to have him.” I told her we were and that they should feel free to continue with the interview. Tommy’s back straightened when I said that and he launched into another question, but Priscilla interrupted to ask for a little break to freshen up.

The flack wedged his way into the door, saying, “Of course they’ll let you, sweetie, after the morning you’ve had—” By then she’d grabbed her purse and popped past me. Shiny Elbows took her arm and walked her down the hall. I watched her coat sway on its hook as her stilettos clicked away, a staccato beat. My cadet wasn’t smiling anymore. Seemed he knew I wasn’t going to be thrilled with a notepad full of bartending techniques. “Having a nice family reunion?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said, “except that she’s lying through her teeth.” He rubbed the back of his neck as our escort came back into the room.

I walked around to the other side of the desk. The petite coffee cup had a perfect imprint of the woman’s rose lipstick. Opened the drawer, ignoring the flack’s incensed squawk. Inside was a pack of Caravanas. I told Tommy to search the office and went to find the ladies’ room. I wasn’t surprised it was empty. Wasn’t surprised it was by the back stairwell. Booked it up to the lobby. The receptionist confirmed what I was expecting: the scientist had walked out the door just minutes before. There was no sign of her in the parking lot.

Sure as fog under the midday sun, Dr. Kim had vanished.






CHAPTER 3

Normally, misery loves company, but a roomful of Depressives in a Monday afternoon meeting could sour a pack of caramels. My colleague Meekins, the department’s other full agent, was already hunching his thin shoulders by the window when we got in. He’d been perfecting his scowl since he arrived as my cadet a decade back, and today’s edition looked to be his full-body special. Couldn’t tell if it was his standard sourness or if there was something particular making his lips curl.

Tommy and I had done what we could to gather leads on the Icarus case once our truant scientist waltzed out of the building. Her prints in her office matched one of the sets from the crumpled plastic cups upstairs, so we knew she’d been at the crime scene longer than she’d let on. Otherwise, the room yielded little that could count as evidence. A box under the desk held a mostly empty vodka bottle and a collection of the Processing JourneyTM and PurgeTM samples that companies like Icarus gave away to pharmacists and doctors to help familiarize them with their wares. The Purges had been Icarus’s breakthrough products after Sunshine had been normalized. At their success, they’d launched the more complex Journeys. The curated combinations of positive and negative pigments with a guidance tape were meant to “eliminate ineffective emotions and keep a clear mind.”

Priscilla had put some time into building her collection: some of the packages in the box were over a decade old. They ran the gamut, from Grief to Anger to Persistent Anxiety. Several were open, with the tiny squeeze packets of certain psychopigments missing: Cool Teal, Golden Peace. I got the sense that she hadn’t been in a good place even before getting mixed up in whatever had sent Tucker plunging to his death. Didn’t clarify what she’d been doing upstairs. Or why she’d run out on us.

We’d had no better luck in the wood-paneled personnel office. Tommy glanced at the address on file for her and shook his head. She’d put down her father’s place. No way she lived there. She was on the books as a part-time contractor, not a full employee. She’d been in that precarious position for almost three years. I thought about the pricey imported smokes, the cramped basement office. The two things didn’t go together.

There’d been a moment in the car when I’d thought Tommy might have actionable background information on her. As we bumped along the pothole-scarred streets back to the department, I’d asked about his cousin. “You two are close?”

“Close? I don’t know.” He ran a hand through his hair, leaving black spikes sticking up in every direction. A motorcycle puttered past, a bunch of brightly colored balloons tied to the back: green, cherry, azure. “I haven’t heard from her since she went down to do her PhD in Argentina in 2001, but we spent a lot of time together before she left.” He told me how she’d introduced him to the practice of Purging his emotions after his first breakup. How she’d taught him to mix a mean Manhattan. The specific details of generic adolescent bonding. Seemed the relationship hadn’t continued into adulthood. Didn’t sound like I had to worry that Tommy would cover for her. None of it would keep me from eating humble pie at this afternoon’s meeting, though.

I tuned back in when Tommy started talking about Priscilla’s dream of joining the People’s Pigment Movement. “This was back when they were spiking politicians’ confetti with Bull’s Blood Rage, so it felt like a big deal that she told me,” he said.

The PPM were a guerrilla group who’d emerged from the peculiar crossbreeding of scientists and left-wing radicals in 1980s Berkeley. They’d formed around the same time as the right-wing paramilitary Knights of Liberty. Both groups spouted rhetoric about kicking the Argentines back to Buenos Aires, but mostly they just squabbled with each other and made domestic messes. Their plans for achieving their goals were direct opposites. The Knights argued we could regain full sovereignty only by rejecting pigment and taking the US back to its “traditional values.” The PPM were all about appropriating the Gaucho weapons to create some sort of transnational socialist utopia.

The leftists had gone legit in the early 2000s, ending their terrorist activities and forming a political party. But they were still on the fringe. Could Priscilla be involved with some radical group, dedicated to Blackberry Purple Phobia overdoses? People’s Purple Party. The idea was so absurd that it unraveled before I’d finished coming up with it. “She wanted to join the PPM but took the spot to study in Argentina?”

Tommy looked out the window. “She always had those contradictions. She joined the Catholic Church in Mountain View so she could lift the designer clothes the Argentine military wives would donate ‘for the poor.’ Wore the outfits to parties, let the folks who complimented her think she’d been down to Buenos Aires. All while complaining about imperialism. I figure it’s all the same thing—she wants to be somebody. She’s ambitious. But maybe doesn’t know for what. And if someone’s offering her an opportunity, well… deep down I don’t think she cares who they are.”

The Gauchos were famously tight-fisted with visas, so winning a spot to study down south would certainly stroke one’s ego. “How does she go from shipping out to Argentina as one of our most promising brains to languishing as a part-time contractor at Icarus?” I asked.

“You’ve got me there. Like I said, she never wrote.” His voice was almost steady enough to cover its bitterness. “My grandmother always said, ‘Priscilla may look like a poodle, but the blood of wolves runs through her veins.’ And this morning… I think she thought it was her lucky break that I was interviewing her. When she’s lying—she has this—‘we were definitely home by curfew’ voice. Bright and harsh. And she was using it on me. Like I wouldn’t notice.”

Or because she knew he wouldn’t call her on it. He was playing tough but I could tell Tommy had idolized her. Her taking him for a chump today couldn’t feel good. He didn’t have any better idea than I did about what it was she’d been doing.

My thoughts bumped along the fissured pavement. I had a hunch that she’d been the one painting Tucker, Jenny, and Leonard Purple, but what Tommy had told me just opened up more questions. Not only would we be going into the afternoon meeting with nothing on the Shamshine case, we’d be announcing that we’d let the primary suspect in the Icarus mess slip through our fingers. As usual, today wasn’t my day.

The afternoon didn’t look any cheerier from the cramped conference room where we had our weekly meetings. The small window in back didn’t get much light. It made up for it by letting in the smoggy breeze from the freeway. Obsolete psychopigment equipment sagged against the wall: the psychospectrometer we’d upgraded three years ago, a pile of old Psychopigment Guides, burnt-out pigment detectors, and a box of expired hazpig.

The top of a grimy filing cabinet served as the coffee station. Tommy flicked on the electric kettle and opened the jar of Nescafé, then stood waiting for the ancient appliance to boil. I glanced at Meekins’s frown. Maybe we’d both brought in bubkes on Shamshine. Maybe Tommy and I would get another week to dig something up. Maybe. The table’s wooden veneer peeled, the fluorescents flickered, the tiny espresso cups gathered dust.

Doug Nambi’s entrance broke the flow of my funk. I’d hardly seen my old friend in the week since he’d popped up with the Shamshine case. I was struck again by how the peppering of gray across his tight black curls framed his dark face, accenting the widow’s peak that had deepened over the years. The placement of his hands in his pockets held the same attempted nonchalance I’d seen after countless schoolyard pranks. “Hey there, Ninja,” he said as I walked over.

“Hello, Plato,” I said. Funny to hear my academy nickname all the way out here in California. We’d christened each other within days of meeting: I knocked him flat in judo class and became Ninja; he tumbled into my dorm room with a thesis about free will in the era of psychopigments and became Plato.

“Where were you this week? Every time I stopped by your office you were out.”

“Chasing after this Shamshine case you brought us,” I said.

“Oh.” He took his hands out of his pockets, put them back in. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. Not here. We should grab a drink.”

“Sure,” I said. Wondered why he didn’t want to talk about the case at the office. “How’s Boise been treating you?”

“You know. We’re blinded by the big-city lights and glamour whenever we emerge from the sordid underbelly.” He had laugh lines around his eyes now. “They don’t actually let me out of the lab much.”

“How’s the girlfriend?” I didn’t even try to remember a name. Doug went through women like donuts. He’d date a baker’s dozen in a year, and it was going on half a decade since we’d caught up.

“Nonexistent, currently.”

“What? Are you okay?”

One side of his mouth twisted up, the old tell that he was trying to play it cool. “I’m taking a break.”

The arrival of our Agency boss ended the conversation. The Chief was a bristly little boar of a woman, unstinting with praise and merciless with criticism. She was the Twenty-Fiver among us, the draw to our little Agency outpost. The ill-fated Twenty-Fifth Special Tactics Squadron had been the first and last unit of Depressives in the Malvinas War with Argentina. Their tendency toward denial had allowed them to keep functioning longer than neurotypicals during hits from the Argentine’s first psychoweapon, Deepest Blue. The only pigment developed before the war, it caused symptoms ranging from amnesia to suffocation as the autonomic nervous system forgot to do its job. The Twenty-Fivers trucked through plenty of Blued-over territory, winning some tardy victories in a war that was already lost. President Rigby was convinced of the need for psychosoldiers only when it was already too little too late.

After surrender, they became the backbone of the new Pigment Enforcement Agency, heading up offices in the hubs in Iowa City, Boise, Miami. Nobody knew why the Chief had ended up in this backwater; word on the street ran from a treacherous falling-out with the other veterans to the more mundane explanation that her mother had had some sort of debilitating accident and needed care. Whatever the reason she was here, the Chief was the crown jewel—well, the only jewel—of our little outpost, and we were all loyal to her above country, kith, or kin.

She rapped on the table, calling the meeting to order. The sign-in sheet went around, gathering our five Hancocks and thumbprints as we discussed the first order of business: the Shamshine case. There was a gratifying moment when Meekins admitted that he’d uncovered just as much diddly-squat as us. It didn’t last. Tommy and I had picked up flyers during our various outings to Pinko Temples. It was the same bunk the cult always peddled—phrases berating the country’s weakened moral FIBER and invocations for each of us to strengthen our HOPE receptors, a made-up neurological system.

Meekins, on the other hand, had snagged a new leaflet. The stiff card stock announced the Pinko guru’s upcoming book launch. 4.6.09, hear from Ananda Ashaji herself! A month away, and they were already handing out flyers. Our boss read it over, looking at the long list of overflow locations, and then told Meekins to keep pursuing the Pinko beat. “Curtida, you focus on Blufftown Tuck and whatever was going on at Icarus.”

There it was. I’d been taken off the Shamshine case. Tommy was doing his best impression of a brick. We’d both suspected it was coming. But still. I could’ve used a whole lot more than the thimbleful of caffeine in my hands to pick me up. The Chief asked for a summary of what we’d found at the pharma giant. I launched into a rundown of our morning, staring at the yellowing poster curling away from the wall across the room.

KNOW YOUR PIGMENTS. What do they cause?

Slate Gray: Ennui

Cerulean: Guilt

Deepest Blue: Memory wipe

Envy Green: Jealousy, covetousness

Sunshine Yellow: Happiness

Magenta: Obsession

All the synthesizable colors when the thing had been printed twenty years ago. We’d started out scrawling other pigment names in their approximate locations on the rainbow as the recipes developed. Apricot Awe, Rose Affection, Ginger Curiosity, Bull’s Blood Rage. Over time the space got so full we gave up. I picked out Blackberry Purple Phobic Fear, written in the Chief’s spiky all caps. The poster was easier to look at than Meekins’s rapidly climbing eyebrows as I described Priscilla Kim prancing away down the hall.

At least chasing her would make this case less dull. I’d plug away at the mystery behind my single corpse while my colleague prevented another nationwide scourge of burnt joy receptors. There’d be thousands of suicides if a new wave of the fake Sunshine got to the market. But I’d keep myself entertained hunting down the scientist while Meekins rode the Shamshine ticket up to the big time.

After that we droned through the usual topics, supply questions and budget updates. The Chief reminded us that the annual Magenta Cares charity auction was on Friday at Hotel La Estancia. Our attendance was required. Meekins picked up the sign-in sheet to drop on the notary’s desk. Doug was coming toward me. He looked ready to commiserate. I left fast. Paperwork was preferable to well-intentioned sympathy from my illustrious buddy.

I rowed my way through the afternoon doldrums, trapped in my two-meter cube of an office. I’d managed to fit a desk, chair, filing cabinet, and a small bookcase into the space. The wastebasket had been a squeeze. A few sentimental newspaper clippings hung on the wall. A high strip of window kept me up to date on the spider population under the eaves of the building.

I faxed the unidentified fingerprints off to the database. Got together the warrant for CCTV footage from Icarus. Called Tucker Cutts’s mom and arranged her ride to the morgue. The first time I had to inform a next of kin on a suicide it felt real important. By the tenth I knew it was just going to be a hassle of paperwork and a sour stomach. It wasn’t that it brought up bad memories. I could wrangle my own baggage. But sometimes it was all I could do to keep from shaking the bereaved, who always acted like nobody’d ever lost somebody.

Coming up on dinnertime I threw in the towel, took two aspirin, and headed down the hallway to the parking lot. As I passed the lab, Doug opened the door. A stale blast of old colors rushed out: first Envy, then Rage, then Ennui. I swallowed down the nausea that accompanied the shock of emotion. One of the many reasons I preferred fieldwork. Most crooks focused on a single pigment. The hodgepodge of test materials that lingered in the places R & D occupied did funny things to my stomach. Didn’t help that the stuff that jumped out of the jumble was always a little too close to feelings I preferred not to think about.

“You’ve been stomping back and forth from the photocopier like you don’t know what to kick. What’s going on?” Doug asked.

I didn’t feel like hashing out my sentiments with him. I would’ve liked to know what it was he’d meant to tell me about the Shamshine case. But for whatever reason, he wanted to talk about that somewhere else. Might not even want to at all, now that I was stuck poking around Icarus instead.

He’d left a large backpack leaning against his workstation. I asked where he was off to. Boise, of course. Taking the sleeper bus up for a few days of meetings. He’d gotten permission to come down for only a week, but with the lack of progress we’d made he’d be coming back for a longer stint. He picked up his knapsack, walked out with me into the parking lot. As we stepped into the twilight, he asked if I was sore about getting taken off the Shamshine case. Added “It’s not worth stewing on.”

The horizon was turning peach behind streaks of gray clouds. The headache I’d taken the aspirin to ward off was sending exploratory tendrils across my temples and down my neck. “I’m sure you see things like it all the time, but I’ve gone a whole career without touching something of national importance.”

He said he just didn’t think there was that much to it. I pointed out that there was enough to bring him down here. He jangled his keys in his pocket. Lowered his voice. “Not really. It was a good excuse, but I’m actually here to look into—”

The end of his sentence was cut off by Meekins stomping through the doorway. “Off to Boise to bad-mouth our work? Why don’t you just stay up there?”

“I need to tie up some loose ends, that’s all.”

“Keep all the glory for headquarters, you mean.”

Doug laughed a little, turning the gibe into a joke. “Any glory’ll be all yours. I’m on full loan. Everything I do down here is under the orders of Chief Louise Knorr, since you don’t have an R & D op.”

That was true. With the cretins we were up against, we never, ever needed one. They went back and forth like that, Meekins making nasty comments and Doug doing his best to defuse the situation.

Back when we were at the academy, Plato wouldn’t have been able to resist meeting Meekins’s territoriality with chest puffing of his own. He’d reached out to me on a couple of occasions in the past few years but I’d been focused on work and had blown him off. I wondered what else he’d learned in that time. Wondered if it would be enough to defang my rabid colleague. The headache had attached itself definitively to my scalp. Nice little capstone dropping with a thud into the ruins of a useless Monday.

It was Meekins’s cadet who ended the standoff. Cynthia Nguyen pulled up in her Volkswagen and asked if Doug still needed that ride to the bus station. Her platinum-bleached hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Her Bettie Page bangs cut straight across her forehead. The style emphasized the finger’s width of jet-black roots that she always sported. When she’d shown up at the department I’d figured she needed her first paycheck to get to a salon. Turned out it was some sort of fashion statement. As usual, the honky-tonk punk sounds of psychobilly blared from her stereo. I’d never figured out how she managed to get along with her mentor Meekins, whose life philosophy of clipboards and to-do lists seemed antithetical to the distorted screams of her favorite music.

I wondered when Doug had asked her for a lift. She’d been out most of the day on a ration bar run with the department notary. I wasn’t surprised my old friend had zeroed in on her. She may have been edgier than the girls I’d seen him with before, but he didn’t really have a type. More a proximity detector. Well, I liked her. She had a sarcastic streak that made me think she was smart enough not to take him seriously. Keep herself from getting hurt.

Doug gave my arm a squeeze. “Aunt Amy never looked good in yellow,” he said. “Always wore purple to church. Let’s grab a beer when I’m back on Thursday.” And with that, he stepped into Cynthia’s car and was gone.

Meekins glowered his way back into the office to finish organizing his checklists. I stood, watching indigo drain from the dome of the sky down toward the horizon. Aunt Amy. Hadn’t thought about that name for decades. Doug and I had invented a nonexistent relative for him that we’d bring up to tip each other off when something funny was going on. Just one of the cloak-and-dagger games we’d come up with to keep ourselves entertained at the academy. We wanted to be just like the heroes in our comic books. They didn’t have to do their own laundry or take history tests, but we could match their birdcalls, codes, and secret handshakes. With teenage certainty, we’d known that our adult adventures would surpass theirs. Twenty-odd years later, here we were, using the same tactics to talk office politics.

My old friend thought the Blackberry Purple Icarus jumble was more interesting than the Shamshine Yellow investigation he’d brought down from Idaho. Or he was trying to buck up his small-town pal, who’d gone from top of the class at the academy to an also-ran in her tiny department.

Scattered lights came on across the hills of Daly City. The windows of the ticky-tacky bungalows flickering to life. Trying to ward off the dark. Somewhere out there, Pimsley would be making a call, sending out feelers about the Shamshine rumor I’d put him onto. Tucker Cutts’s mom would be crying into her microwaved cream-of-mushroom soup. Priscilla Kim would be paying cash for a bottle of vodka to drink alone in a beige-carpeted motel room. Nothing I could do about any of it tonight. I got in my car and pulled out onto the narrow street, heading home to my empty apartment.






CHAPTER 4

Tuesday morning, a box of videocassettes arrived from Icarus. I set myself up in the meeting room to scan through the footage of the twelfth floor. The first tape showed nothing of interest. The second through fifth were all blank. Either someone had erased the contents or the camera room operator hadn’t hit record in the first place. Checked the rest and found the same thing. Whoever’d sent them over hadn’t bothered popping them into a VCR. No way the PR flack would’ve let something this incriminating out of the building.

I had the names, numbers, and addresses of the security team from Sunday night. If the operator were in on Priscilla Kim’s scheme, she’d probably be out of town by now. If she wasn’t, she’d be getting home from her overnight shift. Tommy was tracking down info on our two seathuggers, and the paperwork I had left could wait. The operator lived ten minutes away, just over the border of Pacifica. I got in my car and headed out to see if I could find her.

The woman lived in a brown mammoth of an apartment building. When I rang the buzzer for her ground-floor condo, she came out to get me without asking who I was. She was large and white and blond, with the core of an athlete sheathed in the doughy husk of middle age. She wore taupe sweatpants and a green T-shirt advertising the 2005 Russian River triathlon. Showed her my badge, said I was doing some follow-up on the death of Tucker Cutts. She let me right in.

Her living room was oppressively cozy. The iron bars over the window were twisted into fanciful curlicues, and a flower box sported scarlet petunias. Needlepoint samplers hung framed on the walls over a sofa with well-maintained prewar upholstery. They were all quotes from Ananda Ashaji, the leader of the Pinkos. Open Yourself to HOPE. Take your daily fiber—MORAL fiber. Gratitude = Positivity = Hope!

The cult held that the effects of the Global Hope Depletion Events on the US population were due to a weakening of our country’s morality, which had led to an atrophying of our “Hope receptors.” Only through deep personal work—aided, of course, by pricey “integrity” courses and private counseling sessions with the cult’s “Hopetrollers”—could citizens return the United States to its former superpower status.

I’d never understood the appeal. The rah-rah America thing wasn’t really to my taste. But telling folks it was their personal responsibility to be unaffected by Hope Depletion Events was what really turned me off. Living through the Depletions had been nasty for everybody. When the first one hit, I’d been taking a sixth-grade math test. I was working out the decimal version of seven-eighths when my stomach dropped three floors. I remember being confused because I knew the answer. The class bully started crying. The teacher stood up, took off her wedding ring, and left the classroom. The cult’s demand that I wallow in guilt because I’d felt bad just seemed backward.

Then again, I was a Depressive who knew that there was no such organ as a “Hope receptor.” Essentially the antithesis of the cult’s ideal mark. Plenty of other folks thought the Pinko ideology was the snake’s ankles. Here in Daly City, one in three people attended services at the Pinko Temple regularly. Including, apparently, the camera room operator on the security team at Icarus. Too bad I wasn’t following a lead on the Shamshine case. Would’ve made me feel like I was onto something.

The room smelled like dust and old onions. What looked like a fuzzy throw pillow revealed itself to be a quivering bunny when the woman lifted it up. “She was having her playtime but I’ll take her back to the hutch,” she said. I told her there was no need. Asked her how long she’d had her, if she’d always liked rabbits. Small talk to put her at ease. “I got Barb after Mama passed. You know. Something to occupy my days off.”

There’d been a fad a few years back of psychiatrists prescribing “companion leporidae” to folks with severe anxiety. I was pretty sure the shrinks had some other justification, but as far as I could tell the theory was that caring for something more high-strung than the patient would make them feel better. Had a feeling that was the case here. The fact that the woman had named her rabbit Barb was the loneliest tidbit I could imagine.

Asked if “Mama” had been responsible for the needlepoint. The operator nodded, smiled. “They’re all quotes from Her Holiness. Mama was one of the original members, can you believe that? Back when they were based up in San Francisco, right after the war. Volunteered with them on the first ration bar distribution efforts back in ’85, helped organize everything. It was a really ragtag group back then. Some of those folks were a little hippie for my taste, you know? A lot of marijuana, a lot of deviants… but after I started going to Temple, I began to see how Her Holiness was helping folks straighten out.” She waved a hand, clearing the air. “You’re not here to hear me reminisce. How can I help you?”

I told her I was glad to have her time, figuring she’d want to go to bed soon after her all-night shift. “I called in—I was sick last night,” she said. Then leaned forward, nervously eager. “You’re following up on yesterday’s suicide?”

I’d seen the attitude in plenty of witnesses. Folks for whom an investigation was the highlight of their week. Or month. Either she hadn’t covered for Priscilla Kim, or she thought she could get away with it. I hedged my bets and said yes without asking anything specific. Wanting more time to get a sense of who she was before asking about the blank tapes.

She launched into a detailed retelling of the events from Sunday. Told me who on the security team had looked tired and who’d looked perky, who was still recovering from a sprained ankle and who’d been wearing a new shirt. “Nano—Filipino, fifty-four years old, one seventy centimeters, sixty-five kilos, black crew cut—he reads the whole Reader’s Digest every month, always brings things in from books to ‘think about during the dark night.’ He recited a poem about sand, and eternity…”

Her delivery alternated between the clipped tones of a soldier reporting for duty in an old movie and something more natural, as she went from data about those around her to her own memories of the evening. The whole time her hands were running through the rabbit’s fur, soft as prayer. Seemed she saw this as her big moment to shine. Easy to imagine that she’d failed a screening for the neurotypical police force at some point. The more she talked, the less I suspected her of being in league with Priscilla.

But when she got to the part where she was sitting in the chair, surveying the screens from all thirty floors, things got fuzzier. “It was the usual—the usual folk.” She rattled off a list of names but couldn’t give me time references for any entrances or exits. When I asked for details, she took back some of the names and added others. Her fingers were moving faster through Barb’s fur. I asked why she’d called in sick the night before. The rabbit started making a grinding noise and suddenly needed a lot of attention. I watched her fuss over it. She excused herself to take it to the hutch. She was dodging my question.

“Listen,” I said when she came back. “I’m here about the tapes.”

Her hands went tight in her lap and her chest buckled a little bit. Like someone waiting for bad news and wishing it could’ve been a surprise. “The tapes?”

“Why are they blank?”

“Blank,” she said.

“Why did you erase them?”

“It’s not like that!” She closed her eyes for a second. Inhaled, opened them, looked out the window. The cold morning light picked out the wine-dark veins at her temples. She moved her shoulders back like she’d remembered someone telling her to mind her posture. “They changed my meds. And I—the new ones—I keep falling asleep. You probably don’t know about these things—” I assured her that I did know about psychiatric drugs and the adjustment period. Everybody on the force had been on traditional psych meds in addition to their daily Sunshine at some point. “Well. On Friday morning at the end of my shift, there was a message in my mailbox that they’d identified something wrong with the prescription I had. I went in and they switched me up, told me to wait to start the new pills until Sunday night. So I got in and took the pills at nine, just like the doctor said, and pretty soon after that I just… I was so tired, so tired, and I couldn’t focus, and I might—I might have fallen asleep a couple times.” I didn’t like to look at the blotches of heat rising in her cheeks. “I thought that I’d put the tapes in—I really did. Set the alarm on my watch and everything. But I couldn’t go in last night, knowing it could happen again, so I used a sick day to see if it would go better…” She trailed off. Didn’t seem like that had worked out.

I thought about how excited she’d been to help, how easily she’d let me in. Would’ve had to be a real fine actress to fake that ugly blush. I asked her to show me the pill bottle. She went to the bathroom to get it and brought it back to me.
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