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  Her name is Elizabeth Spears.


  She has blue eyes and short blond hair.


  Her address is 9223 South Nightbird Trail. That’s nearby in a section of Phoenix known as Ahwatukee. Many people don’t like to say Ahwatukee because the word sounds kind of doltish, especially the accent on TOO-key, and the name is often met by nervous laughter and blushing faces as if it’s the Native American word for “toilet,” which it isn’t. The translation is really quite lovely, romantic even. Ahwatukee comes from the ancient language of the Pima Indians, and it means “House of Dreams.”


  Elizabeth Spears is twenty-seven years old.


  Her birthday was last month.


  She’s five feet six inches tall. Although it’s hard to tell from this angle.


  She is bejeweled. A string of shimmering stones clings to her wrist, likewise her neck, in hues of amber and gold, like the hues of the cave that shelters her.


  Elizabeth Spears is an organ donor.


  Homicide detective Alex Mills of the Phoenix Police Department hands the victim’s driver’s license to another investigator at the scene and now kneels beside the body. One. Two. Three. Four. He’s counting the stab wounds. Careful not to contaminate or alter the scene, the crime techs are surrounding the body like a surgical team. He doesn’t want to get in the way. There’s blood everywhere. Five. Six. Seven. They all have a job to do. There are rubber gloves and flash photography. Yellow tape and tweezers. Eight, nine, ten. Eleven. For all this commotion, he hears very little beyond his own counting. There is a stillness here in this barren cave in the middle of the desert, and Mills knows instinctively that stillness is all that there ever was and all that there ever will be. He understands this quiet reverence of the desert where winds blow in flawless circles, sometimes rising to the sky in pillars of swirling dust, sometimes hushed and invisible like the modesty of prayer.


  It’s five thirty. The sun won’t set for two more hours. The slow unfolding of gold has just begun, as it always does, still yellowish now, still yellowish for a while, and then there will be the perpetual anointment of the desert, that timeless sanctification, that brings beauty to this desolate place. Tonight the beauty will be haunting when it collides with evil.


  Mills rises slowly. When he turned forty a few years back, the new decade in life immediately yanked at his knees, greeting him with the ache and pain of every jump shot, every sprint, every hurdle he had ever performed in his quest for athletic excellence, which, he had promised himself, would compensate for his academic mediocrity. For the most part it had. And then one day, just one day out of nowhere, he started reading. Okay, that’s not exactly true. One day he met an English major named Corinne Wiley who was as head over heels in love with literature as he was with her. Dickens was the fastest route to her heart. So was, God help him, Shakespeare. Corinne married a dentist, but Mills still loves a good book.


  He studies the wall of the cave. Finally he gets a good view. Every responder had all but genuflected in front of that wall like sycophants at an art professor’s opening. Mills understands the fascination; he feels it bubble in his blood. About an hour before, when he had first arrived at the crime scene, one of the other detectives, he thinks it was Chase, pointed at the wall and said, “What the fuck is that?”


  “That ain’t no petroglyph,” the police photographer replied as he started to burst out shots, some with flash, others without.


  “No shit,” Chase barked. “Unless we got a new tribe that just arrived in the desert and started sacrificing people.”


  “For all we know it’s illegal immigrants. I mean, hell, they’re the newest tribe.”


  Mills knows who said that. It was Detective Morton Myers. Morton Myers is an English-only ton of lard who couldn’t chase a tortoise from a crime scene if his next Double Whopper with cheese depended on it.


  Mills soaks in the desecration of the cave. In the absence of a body it would be horrible vandalism. In the presence of a body it’s horrifying.


  The killer left a portrait of the murder.


  A rude carving, at least ten feet wide and five feet tall, depicts a man in a cowboy hat, perhaps a bandana as well, plunging a knife into the chest of a woman bent over his knee.


  Alex Mills looks down at Elizabeth Spears and confirms that the chest wound on the wall matches a chest wound on her body. He looks back to the drawing. In it Elizabeth’s eyes are wide with terror. Her mouth is twisted. The artwork is elementary at best. A fifth grader’s rendition of bloody murder.


  Mills steps away from the circle of dried blood around the body of Elizabeth Spears and takes a wider view of the scene: This cave, just below a hiking trail, just above a pebbly wash; this body exposed as if there were nothing to hide. Nearly open to the public. A vista in itself.


  Elizabeth Spears could not have been dead for very long.


  There is no evidence her body had been visited upon by carnivores. No signs at all that she had been taken for carrion.


  A male jogger who is still out there somewhere talking to investigators discovered her body. Mills consults his notebook. Mark Green. That’s his name, the jogger who found the body and then vomited several times before he could compose himself enough to dial 911.


  “Is that your vomit?” Myers had asked him, pointing to the overlapping piles on the ground.


  Mark Green nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Is it some kind of evidence?”


  “It’s evidence you got a weak stomach, heh-heh,” the detective told him.


  Myers needs a desk job desperately.


  Detective Alex Mills needs some evidence desperately, some leads, the ah-hah moment, if you will. If there is evidence of a struggle it has been erased, presumably by a meticulous killer who wants the only version of the crime to be the version he has carved into the wall.


  He has left behind no murder weapon.


  He has left behind no carving tools.


  He has left behind Elizabeth Spears, probably a hiker or a jogger, a young woman who’s maybe a regular out here, who finds her solace here or her joy, who sees the desert as a gift to be taken, a gift to be used with pious respect. Or maybe this was her training ground, her proving ground.


  Maybe the killer was not a man.


  The calamitous crankology of maybes begins to rattle like pots and pans in Detective Alex Mills’s sleuthish brain. And now he feels empowered by the crankology. The crankology is his real training ground; it is also his mojo.


  Mojo, shmojo.


  Mills can already hear the TV choppers fluttering above like big, beastly carcass seekers. He knows a swarm of reporters cannot be far behind. Timothy Chase, the scene investigator, has told a few officers to tape off the trailhead.


  Mills looks again at the body of Elizabeth Spears and, as he always does when he is sent to a murder scene, begins to interview the victim.


  Who are you? he asks. What happened here?
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  First he stares at the gallbladder. Then at the pancreas. He’s not a big fan of the pancreas and here’s why: it goes bad, you go bad. The pancreas has more potential to kill you than most other organs. Now he looks at the liver. Unless you’re an alcoholic, your liver is most often unremarkable, a few benign hemangiomas notwithstanding. Then it’s on to the left kidney: clear. He sees a tiny something or other on the right kidney, like a chickpea the size of a thumbtack. He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t ever say anything. He’s not supposed to say anything; instead he says, “Okay, Mrs. Golding, we’re done. We’ll have the report to your doctor in a few days. You may get dressed now.”


  Mrs. Golding, age fifty-four, 180 pounds, divorced, nonsmoker, allergic to penicillin and mushrooms (on the following medications: Lipitor, Boniva, Xanax, and Zoloft), history of cancer maternal side, history of heart disease paternal side, history of diabetes both sides, rises from the table with a wince. She is perfumed and powdered.


  “Are you okay, Mrs. Golding?” he asks as he helps her down.


  “I’m fine. Just a little sore from the table.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Did you see anything I need to worry about?”


  He takes her arm and escorts her from the room. “The radiologist will look at the ultrasound and write up a report for your doctor.”


  “I know, I know. But did you see anything unusual? You must know when something looks different.”


  Ushering her into the changing room he says, “I’m not trained to interpret the test, Mrs. Golding.”


  “Thank you—what did you say your name was?”


  “Gus.”


  “Thank you, Gus. I really hope I’ll be okay.”


  He knows she’ll be fine.


  Gus Parker knows this because Gus Parker has a sixth sense. That is not to say that he sees dead people. That is not to say that he can always predict the future. He completely missed the Michael Jackson thing. He also missed his father’s golf cart accident. His father is alive and well and still not talking to Gus, not because Gus missed the unfortunate afternoon when Warren Parker, distracted by the suddenly developed bust of Horace Michael’s daughter, Rachel, drove his cart into a sand trap and broke an ankle and a wrist. His father is still not talking to him because Gus is the crazy son from the dark side of the world. One miss that still haunts him almost twenty years later: the 2000 presidential election. He didn’t see the clusterfuck that was to become Florida.


  Gus Parker describes himself as highly intuitive. Others who know him say he’s a psychic. A reluctant psychic, maybe, but a psychic nonetheless. It doesn’t exactly pay the rent because he doesn’t exactly have a TV show, which is why he works here at Valley Imaging as a jack-of-all-organs, multi-certified in mammography, sonography, CT, MRI, you name it, except X-rays; he has a grudge against X-rays.


  Call it intuitive or call it psychic, Gus is not at all surprised when he gets a call after Mrs. Golding’s ultrasound from Beatrice Vossenheimer.


  It went something like this:


  “You still in, baby?”


  “In?”


  “Tonight . . . Eric Young.”


  “Where?”


  “Books, Books & Beyond. Fashion Square.”


  “Oh, right. Of course.”


  “If you can’t make it . . .” she chirps.


  “No. Of course I can. I’ll meet you at your place after work.”


  “I’ll have dinner ready, Gus.”


  She disconnects.


  Beatrice Vossenheimer is Gus Parker’s only psychic friend. She’s on a quest to expose the charlatans who invade the psychic circuit with shameful deception. She says they give people like her and Gus a bad name. Gus says if they make people happy, well, then, let them be. But she insists that people should not be parted from their money when they’re being sold a lie. And Gus supposes she’s right. After all, she’s already exposed Candy Pellinger (best-selling author of They Hover, They Hover: Part One and They Hover, They Hover: Part Two), Andrew Bresbin (host of the syndicated Andrew Bresbin Psychic Hour), and Marjorie and Geraldo Quinones (stars of the reality TV show Psychic Marriage). These celebrity psychics and many others travel the country peddling their fallacious powers at bookstores, conferences, and conventions. They rent meeting rooms at hotels, and, for $79.99, they will connect you with your dead mother, father, son, daughter, canine, or feline. Beatrice, on a one-woman crusade to protect the name and integrity of authentic psychic power, is hunting the cretins down one by one, publishing her findings on her website, and hopefully one day in a book (a few publishers are interested); Gus has suggested Psychic My Ass! for a title. Though not a celebrity psychic, Beatrice is well enough known that she needs decoys at what she calls her “interventions.” That’s where Gus comes in.


  Eric Young is holding court tonight at Books, Books & Beyond. He has a new book out.


  “His fifth,” Beatrice had told him.


  Anybody else, Gus knows, and the motive would be envy. But Gus has never been in touch with another person’s purity as he is with Beatrice’s. It’s as if he can hear the neurotransmitters in her brain radiating a constant hum of goodness. That is why sometimes when he listens to her, Gus feels as if he is listening to a poem.


  He hurries to her house after work, stopping home briefly to shower and to feed a clinging Ivy, his indulged Golden Retriever. Beatrice lives in Paradise Valley or, as Gus says, Somewhere Over the Mountain, because only the squatting beast of Camelback separates them. For PV, it’s a modest home, built into a rocky hillside, a ranch of white boxes and big glass. The curtains are sheer enough to reveal the stunning panorama of the neighborhood. There are always candles lit in Beatrice’s home, little flickers of serenity, and shadows of the flames everywhere. This tiny woman lives somewhat like a sorcerer. She stands five feet, maximum. And her voice, commensurately tiny. She sounds like a finch. And she has told Gus, in her strange but beautiful vibrato, that he has always been a hawk.


  Beatrice is wearing a little black skirt, black tights, and a red velvet riding jacket.


  Her hair is in a bun.


  At sixty, she’s old enough to be Gus’s—


  “Aunt,” she has warned him.


  Beatrice brings a heaping bowl of salad to the table in the family room.


  The television is on, which surprises Gus because Beatrice never watches TV. Though she does carry a certain torch for Alex Trebek.


  “So you think this Eric Young guy is a faker?”


  “Don’t know,” Beatrice replies. “I never go with prejudice. I go to find out.”


  “Of course.”


  “I made fajitas,” she tells Gus.


  “Yum,” he says.


  “What is CINCO DE MAYO?” she cries as she rises from the table to fetch the rest of the meal.


  “That is the correct answer,” Trebek tells the contestants.


  Gus hears Beatrice clucking happily in the kitchen.


  “Is Hannah joining us?” Gus asks.


  “Of course,” she says. “Now, shhh! Final Jeopardy.”


  He listens to the fajitas sizzle and the television music chiming while three contestants, all who look like they’ve been plucked off the prairie, puzzle over this:


  
    Seth Grahame-Smith has introduced these classic horror characters to Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice.

  


  Beatrice returns with the plates. “What are zombies?” she says. And she is right.


  “Congratulations,” Gus says.


  “Dig in,” she tells him.


  They’re about three minutes into the fajitas when the TV sirens the beginning of the evening newscast.


  “We have breaking news out of South Mountain tonight,” the announcer says. “The dead body of a young hiker was found there this afternoon. Police say it’s murder. Happy Friday, everybody. I’m Tyler Lore.”


  “South Mountain?” Beatrice says. “How awful.” She lunges toward the sofa and grasps the remote. She flips through the channels as if she doesn’t believe Tyler Lore.


  One channel calls it, “A gruesome discovery.”


  Another channel calls it, “A gruesome discovery.”


  One channel, assumingly going out on a creative limb, calls it, “A grisly discovery.”


  And there is the channel that starts the news like this: “Hiking Horror. Do you know where your wife is tonight?”


  “I didn’t know you were such a news junkie, Beatrice,” Gus says.


  “I’m not. But I got a vibe. Let’s watch.”


  Beatrice switches back to Tyler Lore who is talking to a reporter in the field.


  “Well, Tyler,” the reporter says. “Police tell us another hiker stumbled across the body this afternoon. They have not released the identity of the victim, and in a press conference late this afternoon, a public information sergeant would not comment on any suspects in the case. Let’s listen.”


  Gus and Beatrice watch as the video plays.


  “It’s far too early in the investigation to identify any suspects,” the sergeant tells the reporters.


  “Any motive?” one of the reporters yells back.


  “Uh, I can’t speak to a motive,” the sergeant replies.


  “Can we see the crime scene?” another reporter asks.


  “No,” says the sergeant emphatically. “The scene will be sealed until further notice.”


  “Who’s the lead detective?”


  The sergeant indicates a man standing to his left. “Alex Mills is the case agent.”


  “Will he be making a statement?”


  “No,” the sergeant replies.


  A new voice, the agitated voice of another reporter, asks, “What does the body look like?”


  “What does the body look like? It looks like a dead body,” the sergeant says. “Thanks for coming, everybody. We have nothing else to say at this time.”


  Gus recognizes the man standing to the left of the sergeant, smirking, it would seem, at the absurdity of the reporter’s question. Gus knows Detective Alex Mills from several cases.


  Last year it was the dead body at a horse ranch: a jilted lover.


  The year before that it was a dead kid at the municipal pool: a lifeguard.


  There were the dead children, five years ago, if memory serves him correct, at Phoenix Memorial: Nurse Patty Sanchez.


  Gus Parker doesn’t specialize in crime. He’d rather spend more time with clients. Or Ivy. But he’s got a reputation. He’s been hired by law enforcement agencies in Seattle, Minneapolis, Pittsburgh, Boston, New Haven, New York, London, Dublin, Prague, and, believe it or not, Riyadh, by the Saudi royal family themselves, who will deny it of course and made Gus sign some kind of document that threatened disembowelment or dismemberment (the translator wasn’t Saudi’s finest) should he ever disclose his work in the kingdom.


  It’s fine work if you can get it. It pays well. He slips in, slips out, relatively unnoticed. But the work is irregular, which is precisely how travel makes him feel, so the jet-setting psychic life is not something he really wants to rely upon to subsist. Not that he loves looking at spleens all day, but he loves the idea of seeing beyond the flesh.


  Mills calls him Detective Psycho, but Gus doesn’t mind because Mills, for some reason, believes every word Gus tells him.


  “Beatrice, can you rewind the newscast?”


  She lifts the remote and says, “Sure.”


  “There, freeze the shot.”


  They’re looking again at the press conference. “You see that guy standing next to the sergeant?”


  Beatrice narrows her eyes. “The guy on the left or right?”


  “The left.”


  “Yes. Very handsome.”


  “He’s the detective I’ve worked with.” And then he asks, “Didn’t you say you had a vibe about the murder?”


  She shakes her head. “I had a vibe about a big story, that’s all. Nothing specific about a murder. I just knew something big was happening.”


  Gus puts his hand out for the remote, and she passes it to him. He searches, then rewinds. “This is my favorite part,” he tells Beatrice.


  He hits Play. “What does the body look like?”


  He hits Pause and laughs out loud. “What the hell does she think it looks like?”


  Beatrice, always the beneficent one, says softly, “Maybe she’s just a new reporter, Gus. Have some compassion.”


  “Do you see the look on Mills’s face?”


  “Not very compassionate,” Beatrice says.


  Gus is about to shut the TV off when he notices something. There is a woman on the screen. She’s not a reporter. She’s not a witness. She’s in the video of the press conference, standing there behind Alex Mills, looking grave and aloof. It’s an alluring combination on her face, but that’s not what draws Gus Parker to this woman. Instead he sees a dangerous energy roiling toward her body, like a shock wave invisible to the naked eye but visible to him. First, it’s the turbulence of desert heat rising from the pavement, shimmering like a mirage. Then it explodes outward, deadly rings of it, and Gus can see that if she doesn’t get out of the way this woman will be consumed. Gus hits the remote and pauses the picture. That’s it. That’s it right there. This woman, whoever she is, is being watched by the killer right now. Right now. The killer has tuned in to study just how well the crime fighters appreciate his work; he has picked the woman out of the crowd, and Gus knows that he has chosen to stalk her. The killer is the shock wave creeping toward her. She’s on his list.


  Whoever she is.


  Gus studies her. She must be one of Mills’s colleagues, maybe a detective he hasn’t met. She’s standing beside one of the police officers, a brawny ex-Marine type. Gus tries to intuit how she fits or where she fits in the law enforcement hierarchy surrounding the sergeant, but he cannot. He’s a bit distracted by her beauty. Her beauty is slightly off focus, slightly out of frame, given the camera’s zoom into the sergeant, but Gus Parker can make out the intensity of those eyes, the passive-aggressive sensuality of her lips, a sort of flirtatious demand to be parted, a sort of stoic, guarded desire. She has black hair. A chiseled gully of a neck. Here he is unable to infer who she is but clearly able to intuit where her statute falls under the laws of attraction. I am such an idiot, he says to himself. A fucking idiot. The screen is frozen. Gus is frozen. Gus hopes it’s not too late.


  “Gus?”


  Beatrice is standing over him. “What?” he says, startled.


  “Can you help me with the plates? We have to leave in a few. Are you all right?”


  Gus points out the woman in the video and describes his reading of her peril.


  Beatrice peers at the screen again, really searches it for a clue. “You may be right, Gus. I’m picking up a vibe but nothing that specific.”


  “Really?” he asks, his face imploring.


  “Really,” she tells him, her eyes faraway.


  “Should I call Mills?”


  “Absolutely,” she says.


  “I don’t know if I still have him in my contacts,” he says as he digs his phone out of his pocket. He scrolls down to the M entries and is relieved to see the detective’s name on the list. Next to the name there’s a note: Never returned book. That’s right. Detective Alex Mills is the guy who borrowed Gus’s copy of Great Expectations and never brought it back.


  The call goes right to voice mail.


  “Hey, Detective, it’s Gus Parker. You know, Detective Psycho. Look, I was watching that press conference from South Mountain just now. I’ve got to talk to you. This is important. I’m getting a vibe. And it’s not a good one. Please call me whenever you get this. Oh, yes, and you owe me a book.”


  Beatrice and Gus finish cleaning the kitchen and leave for the bookstore.


  
    
  


  3


  Everyone showed up at South Mountain. Like a flash mob. Like a headache.


  As if Detective Alex Mills had sent one of those annoying E-vites to the entire department.


  Mills didn’t really need any help, but he doesn’t work well with the media, so it’s just as well that others showed up to produce the dog and pony show. Dead body! No suspects! In broad daylight! Yeah, the body was found in broad daylight. We have no idea when she was killed. Doesn’t matter. The media is a circus of hashtags and alliteration, teeming with “journalists” who’d rather read about the sisters Kardashian than The Brothers Karamazov. So, along came homicide sergeant Jacob Woods joined by Josh Grady, a public information sergeant who does all the talking, and the lovely frost queen Bridget Mulroney, one of the city’s media relations hacks. She ducked her head into the cave.


  “Good evening, Detective Mills,” she said, her demureness implied.


  He was on his hands and knees again studying Elizabeth Spears. He didn’t look up. “What the hell are you doing here?”


  “I’m here to handle the press so you don’t have to,” she told him.


  “That was a rhetorical question,” Mills said. “I know what your job is. But my department has Grady and Woods to handle the press. Who asked for the city?”


  “It’s a city park,” she retorted. “I’ll need some information.”


  “We don’t have much.”


  “We don’t need much,” she said, tying the score. And then, “Ick, look at all that blood!”


  “I’ll be with you in a few.”


  She laughed. “Don’t keep me waiting for long. The reporters are restless.”


  “Salivating, I’m sure.”


  Bridget Mulroney is a former TV reporter, herself, and one of the newest members of the city’s PR team who most often tries to upstage the department’s own public information officers; the officers normally don’t complain because they’re overall a jovial bunch who would, if given the chance, like to screw her. Bridget had a brief, if not notorious, career with a local television station before taking the media relations job with the city. Mills has come to understand that most reporters take similar jobs when their careers come grinding to a halt. Bridget’s, by all accounts, came smashing to a halt like a wrecking ball. Something about sleeping with the station’s general manager to save her job after she had been caught plagiarizing Stephen King for a story about a local prom. Her liaison with the GM lasted a few months until his wife found Bridget fellating him on the elevator between the executive offices and the newsroom. You would think the GM’s wife might be okay with that, considering theirs was a Mormon marriage, but Bridget was fired. So was the GM. He now runs a franchise of doughnut shops. At least that’s the story as Mills has heard it through the lard-fueled rumor mill around the station.


  He felt her coming closer, inching this time across the threshold of the cave. “You can’t come in here,” Mills warned her. “You should know that. Wait outside.”


  She complied with his order but ignored his reprimand. When he turned to her, her jaw was defiant. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” she asked, pointing to the murderer’s petroglyph.


  “Not sure,” Mills replied. “No word of it to the media, Bridget.”


  “What are you releasing?”


  “Dead female. Found this afternoon. Twenty-seven years old. White. Presumably a jogger or hiker. Knife wounds. No weapon recovered.” He brushed dirt from his uniform. “We think she’s from the surrounding neighborhood. I’m sending Myers to the address on her license. We haven’t identified next of kin.”


  “I think that’ll give the sergeant enough to say. He’s a man of few words, you know,” she said with a wink.


  Oh, please don’t try to fuck him.


  Mills didn’t know Bridget Mulroney well, but what he did know he didn’t like. A daddy’s princess from a well-connected family, still playing dress up, still the debutante. She struts around on five-inch heels, damn noisy heels, and luxuriates in every second of being noticed. He’s heard that she is batshit crazy (as if the elevator blowjob was not evidence enough), and he’s never understood, save for Daddy’s influence, how the woman has stayed employed.


  “As far as I’m concerned, Bridget, what you saw in here you didn’t see,” he reminded her. “You don’t repeat or report any more than I’ve told you. That’s it. We’re done.”


  Later he joined the formal semicircle of law enforcement flanking Woods and the department mouthpiece as the press fired questions. The tableau included Mills, Myers, Mulroney (an alliteration orgasm that even the press couldn’t fake), and Chase. They all took turns rolling their eyes at the brazen stupidity of the questions. When one reporter asked, “What did the body look like?” Mills could actually feel the seismic wave of stifled laughter quake through the group.


  The media was slow to disperse. Most of the photographers were waiting to get the money shot of the medical examiner’s van, the official hearse of murder, driving the mystery of death from the scene. It was all very dramatic.


  [image: ]


  Turns out that Nightbird Trail address is a house Elizabeth Spears rented with a coworker. After the press conference Mills had sent Detective Myers to check. Myers is back now, clutching his notes in one hand and a Twinkie in the other. They’re leaning against Mills’s car in the South Mountain parking lot.


  “The roommate says she hasn’t seen the victim for a couple of days,” Myers reports. “But she told me that’s not unusual because she often stays with her boyfriend.”


  “Who does? The roommate, or Ms. Spears?”


  “The roommate,” Myers replies, slack-jawed. “Maybe both.”


  “Did you ask if our victim had a boyfriend?”


  “No, sir. I did not. But I did get a phone number for the victim’s parents,” he tells Mills. “I didn’t want to ask too many questions. I could tell she was nervous. And it was obvious she didn’t see the news tonight.”


  “It’s more or less your job to ask questions, Myers,” Mills reminds him.


  “You sent me over there to confirm where the victim lived.”


  “Oh, God, never mind.”


  “Fine,” Myers mumbles. “You want me to find the address that goes with the parents’ phone number?”


  “I do,” Mills says.


  “No prob,” Myers says, pushing a second Hostess cake into his mouth before he’s finished chewing the first.


  Notification, to Mills, is probably the only part of the investigation that he doesn’t have the stomach for. Like most homicide detectives he knows, he can see rivers of blood and scrambled guts, severed limbs and bashed-in faces, and not miss a beat, but notification is cruel and raw every time, a nauseating cocktail of queasiness and dread as he walks that gauntlet to the door that shields the next of kin. And yet notification is possibly pivotal. If a family member is at the address, the family member will be told that Elizabeth Spears has expired and here’s where it happened and when it happened and how it happened, at least according to our preliminary investigation, and please answer some questions before you completely fall apart. Then there will be an interview. It’s that clinical. Mills feels as though he’s done it a thousand times. If no family member is present, the search begins. For a boyfriend. Or a girlfriend. Or a coworker. Inevitably, they’ll return to the Nightbird Trail address and search the house.


  Mills fishes out his cell phone to call his wife. Sees a missed call. Doesn’t recognize the caller. He tells his wife, Kelly, that he’s working late.


  “I saw the news,” she says.


  “Did you fall in love with me all over again?”


  She laughs. “No. I fell in love with Myers. Is he single?”


  “He’s dating Halle Berry.”


  “Shut up,” she says.


  “Love you,” he says.


  “Always,” she says and hangs up.


  Myers is waiting by another cruiser, and he has the address.


  “We’ll take my car,” Mills says.


  “I’m going with you?”


  “Yeah,” Mills replies. “So long as everything is sealed off and we got enough officers to maintain the perimeter. I’m leaving Chase in charge.”


  Mills doesn’t love the idea of Myers notifying the next of kin, finds it an odd job, a bad match of skills for a doughnut brain like Myers, but Mills is often surprised at how well Myers does this kind of work, despite the limitations in the frontal lobe. Perhaps that slack-jawed smile works to Myers’s advantage. Perhaps it brings a comfort to the next of kin, a sort of paperboy simplicity to the delivery of bad news.


  On the way through Scottsdale, Mills listens to his voice mail. When he hears Gus Parker’s voice on the recording he tries not to betray his amusement to the curious Morton Myers. Detective Psycho. He doesn’t know how Gus Parker does it, but Gus Parker can see through shit that no one else can see through. The guy doesn’t really like to be called a psychic, but what else can explain the ability he has to generate leads, to see the world as only a detective could hope to see? Instinct? Luck? Witchcraft? He listens carefully to the message and is suddenly startled. A vibe about the press conference? What the hell does that mean? Parker’s voice sounds urgent, imploring. Mills feels a rising sense of dread. This can’t be good. He listens again. He analyzes the words. He meticulously combs over every sentence. He is trained to dissect, but in the end there isn’t much to dissect here but a general sense of intrigue. Of course, Gus Parker specializes in intrigue. Intrigue pays his bills.


  “What’s up?” Myers asks.


  “Nothing.”


  “Was that anything important?”


  “Not sure.” Mills hits Call Back to dial Parker’s number. He hangs up on the man’s voice mail. He studies the twinkling desert ahead of him. Out there beyond the windshield is a dark landscape littered with strip malls and subdivisions. Somewhere there are mountains that used to be blacker than the night, but now the city glow makes them impossible to see. Somewhere there is a killer who has disappeared into the night, who remains darker than the night (such is the condition of humanity, he remembers reading in one of the classics), who, despite the trespass of urban light, may be impossible to find.


  Mills doesn’t like that hunch. And he thinks maybe he should make a deal with the polluted sky (shine your hazy light, I’ll find the butcher) but then opts to borrow some illumination instead. So he redials Parker. Again there’s no answer.


  You don’t need broad daylight to recognize a cookie-cutter neighborhood, even an affluent one such as this. Even at night you can make out a pattern of rooflines and windows, driveways and doorways. There are the left-hand versions, and the right-hand versions, and no imagination between them. In fact, there is little between them but concrete fences and thin dashes of land, the typical developer’s dream of zero lot lines. They park in front of the Spears’ home. Mills takes a deep breath.


  “Let’s go!” Myers says almost jubilantly.


  Mills thinks about the proper pitch. About the open expression. About eye contact. He thinks about being them, the family, not the cop. The other detectives tell him he thinks too much. He tells them they don’t think enough.


  They approach the door. There is something very still here. Mills knows an empty house before he even rings the bell. It’s not just the static darkness within or the strategic placement of a lone light on a timer; it’s the absence of a pulse. A house always has a pulse.


  He rings.


  Myers peers through the glass window at the doorway.


  No one comes to the door.


  “Call their number,” Mills says.


  Dead silence from beyond the door. Then Myers says, “The phone is ringing.”


  “I can hear it,” Mills tells him.


  “No answer.”


  They hang there in silence for a few moments, a pair of prowling silhouettes, and then Mills says, “I’ll come back in the morning.”


  “I can wait here ’til they come home,” Myers tells him as they retreat from the house.


  “I know you really want to do this, Morty. But you’re not staying here.”


  “What about Scottsdale? We can have them watch the place and call us when they see activity.”


  “The family could be on vacation for all we know,” Mills says.


  Myers mumbles an unintelligible protest that Mills largely ignores because, as he gets behind the wheel, his phone vibrates. It’s dispatch.


  “I’ve got an officer at Fashion Square who’s looking for you,” the operator tells him. “Can I put you through?”


  “Who is it?”


  “It’s Hall. Something about a trespass. . . .”


  “A trespass? I’m working a homicide for God’s sake.”


  “Sorry, Detective.”


  Myers heaves himself into the passenger seat.


  “I got Myers with me,” Mills tells the operator. “I’ll have him call.”


  “Thanks.”


  They disconnect.


  “Call who?” Myers asks.


  “I need you to get a hold of Hall and see what’s going on at Fashion Square.”


  Myers nods, then says, “You think we should go back to South Mountain?”


  He does and he doesn’t. He thumbs through pages of notes. Did he capture everything with his own eyes? Did he record everything in his notes? Did he think as meticulously as the crime scene techs sifted? He has always had the capacity to do mental gymnastics. It comes naturally to him. He thrives on the acrobatics of the human mind, on the process of whirling the brain in a million directions and nailing the ultimate landing. The crime scene technicians meticulously mined for their version of gold. They combed and raked and dusted. And so did he. He’s sure of it. Mostly. Besides if there’s anyone more thorough than him, it’s Timothy Chase, his scene investigator, and he’d left Chase behind.


  “No. I don’t think so, Myers. Just see what Hall wants and we’ll call it a night.”
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  Here’s how it works:


  Gus, who has no psychic fame and no desire for such, plants himself in the audience a good twenty minutes before an event begins. With an accomplice (usually Beatrice’s secretary, Hannah), he begins to chat up a fictitious story about a dead mother or father, sometimes a brother; he discusses the death in detail as he and the accomplice wander the venue under the assumption that the fakers, themselves, plant informers in the room ahead of time to take notes. Then once the psychic takes the podium, Gus decides how he’s going to deviate from the story in order to completely upend the faker’s performance. The strategy works. It worked with Andrew Bresbin. And it worked with Candy Pellinger. Bresbin’s TV show was canceled. And Pellinger is working as a dental hygienist in Akron, Ohio.


  Tonight will be no different. Hannah meets them in the home-improvement section of the bookstore. She’s doing an “extreme makeover” of her condo at the Biltmore. She’s already lost a finger.


  “Darling,” she says to Gus, who kisses the woman on the cheek.


  “Hannah, you look great,” he tells her.


  She twirls. “Do I really?”


  Yeah, Gus thinks, for an eighty-two-year-old mother of twelve who still enjoys her liquor and her stash of “medicinal” marijuana, she really does look great. Hannah has a bald spot, but other than that her hair is nicely coiffed.


  “What color is that?” Beatrice asks, pointing to the woman’s head.


  “Sherwin-Williams Tangerine Dream,” the woman answers.


  “Perfect,” Beatrice says. “You two know what to do. Bye, dears.”


  When Beatrice retreats to a long aisle of tall shelves somewhere behind the religion section, Hannah turns to Gus and asks, “Who are we grieving tonight?”


  “Roxy Paddington.”


  “Oh, I never liked her.”


  “She’s not a real person, Hannah.”


  “I know that. But I don’t like the thought of her. She’s a family-wrecking whore, if you know what I mean.”


  Gus doesn’t but can guess. He grabs her arm and escorts her to the center of the store where the event will take place. Once there, he and Hannah assume the role of strangers, circulating the painful story of Roxy Paddington’s death.


  “What was your aunt’s name?” Hannah asks as they enter the seating area.


  “Roxy.”


  “Excuse me? I’m a little hard of hearing.”


  “Roxy,” Gus repeats loudly. “Roxy Paddington.”


  “Oh, that’s what I thought you said. That’s quite a name. Sounds like a movie star. Were you very close?”


  “We were. She was my father’s sister.”


  “Your father’s sister.”


  “Yes. My aunt on my father’s side,” Gus explains. They made short half circles of mingling as they talked. “She moved in with us when my father was in the Persian Gulf. She became like a second mom to me.”


  “Wow, a second mom to you. No wonder you were close.”


  “She had beautiful red hair. All natural. You know, the red hair and freckles.”


  “Well, I just adore red hair,” Hannah tells him. “Do you mind telling me how she died?”


  Gus hesitates for dramatic effect. The crowd is large but not so large that Gus can’t sense who might be incentivized to snatch pieces of his conversation. There are two of them. One, a large man with boulder shoulders dressed in black. The other, a pale-faced woman in pearls, about sixty; she could pass for a librarian, the shushing kind. Then, looking to the ceiling, Gus says, “Mountain biking. She went over the side of a cliff.”


  “Mountain biking!” Hannah shrieks, her hand to her heart. “How awful! To go over a cliff!”


  “Yes. A cliff.”


  “I am so sorry.”


  “It was shocking.”


  “I bet,” Hannah says with a conspiratorial pout.


  As they take their seats, Gus’s phone vibrates. It’s the detective. Damn it, I can’t answer the phone now.


  He looks beyond the seating area and sees Beatrice now lurking in the Judaica section. She holds up a book. The History of Israel: Golda Meir to Present. He mutely forms the words what the fuck. She shrugs and pretends to read.


  “I sure hope you get to talk to your aunt Roxy Paddington on your father’s side,” Hannah says.


  Gus stifles a laugh. “Yes, me too. There will never be another Roxy Paddington.”


  About twenty minutes later, the store manager steps up to the podium and introduces Eric Young. “We consider ourselves very lucky to have Mr. Young with us tonight,” the manager says to the audience. “And all of you are about to experience a very special night. Please give a warm welcome to internationally acclaimed psychic and author, Eric Young.”


  Gus tastes bile rising in his throat.


  Young appears from behind a bookshelf, affecting the perfect entrance, a confident spring in his step, a few Hollywood nods to the audience, big open arms and a glittering smile. He’s wearing all black. Of course.


  He calls on a few people.


  His formula never wavers. Gus saw him a few years ago at the Turning Pages bookstore in Tempe. He brought many people to tears there and sold out his books.


  “I’m seeing the letter J,” he tells a lady in the third row. “Is there a letter J?”


  She shakes her head.


  “No J. Wow, I really feel a J.”


  She says nothing.


  “Maybe it’s a K,” he says. “Yeah, maybe I’m off a letter. That’s why I don’t play Wheel of Fortune.”


  The audience laughs at his faux deprecation.


  “No, wait,” the lady says. “I did have a neighbor named Janice. She died last year.”


  “Cancer?”


  “Oh my God, yes.”


  “Breast cancer?”


  “Uh, no. I think it was pancreatic.”


  “But cancer, right?”


  “Right.”


  “You too were close?”


  “No. Not really,” the lady replies.


  “And that’s okay,” Young assures her. “Janice wants you to know that that’s okay. That even though you weren’t close, she thinks you were a good neighbor.”


  The lady in the third row, small and round, just kind of looks at Young emptily. His smile fades, and he asks, “Honey, what’s your name?”


  “Barbara.”


  “Barbara, who did you come here to connect with tonight?”


  “My husband.”


  “Your husband,” Young repeats. “What was his name?”


  “Bill.”


  “Bill. Bill. Bill. Let’s see. . . . Was he a tall man?”


  “Not really.”


  “Yeah, I’m seeing kind of an average-size guy. But for an average-size guy he certainly had a big heart, didn’t he?”


  Barbara begins to weep. A friend hands her a tissue. “He did. He really did,” Barbara says. “A really big heart. That ironically failed him.”


  “It was a heart attack that killed him, wasn’t it?” Young inquires.


  She nods.


  A few people in the audience gasp. They really do. Like they just saw Jesus perform a miracle.


  “He had more than one?”


  “How did you know?” Barbara begs.


  He smiles like a game show host. “You know how I know. Let me tell you now, Barbara, that his heart is fine where he is now.”


  Now she truly sobs.


  Shamelessly Young continues. “He has recovered on the other side. He is fine, and he is happy. He wants you to know that he misses you. That his heart, yes, his healthy, strong heart, is full of love for you.”


  Barbara dabs her eyes and blows Eric Young a kiss.


  Young proceeds through a few more robberies of hapless souls in similar fashion and then surveys the room and says, “I’m seeing a great lady. A woman of strong character and conviction. She was very important to someone in this room. Does this ring a bell with anyone here?”


  About six people, including Gus Parker, raise their hands.


  “Well, I need to be more specific, because I am having a very specific vision that means something to only one person here tonight. There will be others, I promise you, before we’re done tonight. But right now I am seeing a redhead. Maybe a feisty redhead. Maybe a woman who was a helper, a giver.”


  No one says anything.


  “Nothing?” Young asks the crowd. “I know this as well as I know my own name that there is a redhead on the other side who wants to talk to someone in this room.”


  Gus raises his hand.


  “Yes,” Young says. “I knew I was dealing with a man. This woman, she wasn’t your mother, was she?”


  “No.”


  “But I’m feeling that she was like a mother.”


  Gus feigns a smile and nods.


  “Not a friend of the family?”


  “No,” Gus replies.


  “I think she was your aunt!”


  “Wow!” Gus shudders. “You’re right.”


  A quiet circle of applause.


  Again, the phone. It’s Alex Mills. For fuck’s sake.


  “What is your name, sir?”


  “Joe.”


  “She died young, Joe,” the psychic says.


  “Well, not that young. But younger than most. She was sixty.”


  “And courageous,” Young assures the group. “I’m seeing a woman who was courageous, who, at the age of sixty, did things most thirty-year-olds wouldn’t do.”


  “You could say that.”


  “She traveled the world.”


  “I don’t know about that,” Gus says. “But she helped raise me when my dad was on the other side of the world.”


  “Right. That’s what she’s telling me now. I think she moved in with you and your mother.”


  “Yes.”


  “Extraordinary,” Young says. “This is a wonderful but tragic story. Here we have this woman of great strength and many talents. But perhaps she was too adventurous.”


  “How do you mean?” Gus asks.


  “Her death was an accident. That’s what I’m sensing.”


  Gus nods. His eyes widen. He looks away for a sliver of a second to see Beatrice watching peripherally. She’s shaking her head, disgusted.


  “I don’t know why I see a mountain. But I do.”


  Gus draws in a sharp breath.


  “I don’t think it was a car accident on that mountain. Or was it, Joe?”


  Gus says, “No. It wasn’t.”


  “But I’m seeing a cliff.”


  “Yes.”


  “Joe, this is really brilliant. Your aunt died doing something she loved. Didn’t she?”


  “She did. She was mountain biking when something happened and she went over a cliff.”


  The room buzzes with electricity.


  “Joe. Joe. It’s okay. We know what that something was. Your aunt is talking to us now.” Young’s eyes water up. “She is right there in the corner behind me, right up there. And she says a wild dog got in her way. She overcorrected, Joe, and went off the cliff.”


  “God,” Gus says with a hearty exhale. “We always wanted to know. We thought my uncle did it.”


  Young shakes his head, looks perplexed. “Your uncle?”


  “Yeah. He was with her on the ride. Never said anything about a dog. Always acted very mysterious about it.”


  Hannah kicks him, and he can hear her seethe with trapped laughter.


  Young looks to the corner of the room behind him. He twists his mouth, juggles his hands, and then stands up straight and smiles. “Oh, Joe. No, don’t you worry. She says there was no foul play. She says your uncle had gone way ahead on the trail. She wants you to know she’s okay and that she—”


  Beatrice bursts forward from Judaica.


  “Stop right there,” she cries.


  Young looks to his left, then to his right. Then squarely at Beatrice.


  “My name is Beatrice Vossenheimer,” she tells the crowd. And there’s rousing applause for her. Gus sees a small twinkle in her eye, and it’s clear Beatrice enjoys the fanfare. “I’m here to tell you to save your money,” Beatrice announces. “Mr. Young is a crook. That man Joe works for me. He made up the story about the aunt and the mountain bike, and he shared it with a companion before Mr. Young’s appearance.”


  Gus can see how the crowd is arrested, the way the people shift back in their chairs. Two men approach Beatrice from the back. As soon as Gus sees them he stands up and steps into the aisle. He body blocks Beatrice. She continues to address the crowd. “Joe shared the story, and he shared it throughout this area of the bookstore. And it would seem that Eric Young had some plants in the audience who fed the information back to him before he took to the podium.”


  Young holds up his hands, warding off nothing in particular. “Please, if the store manager is around. I think we need to remove this disruption from our event. I’m sorry, folks. I’m really sorry.”


  “No worries,” Beatrice says to the crowd in a saccharine voice, “I am on my way. But be warned. He’s not psychic if he’s repeating a ruse. His books are lies. Read more about it on my blog.”


  Amid the bemused and confused attendees, Hannah stands up and extends a hand in Young’s direction. “You, sir. I came here to see you.”


  While she speaks, Beatrice and Gus hand out business cards that provide the address to Beatrice’s blog.


  “What is it, my dear?” Young asks Hannah. Sweat is creating estuaries on his face.


  “Can you please tell us who murdered that young lady at South Mountain?”


  Again, the crowd is roused. To many of them news of a murder is a surprise.


  “It just happened today,” Hannah explains to the group. “I just saw it on the evening news.”


  “But . . .” Young stumbles.


  “But what?”


  “But I can’t say that I knew of a murder.”


  “Well, can’t you do your psychic thing and find out?” Hannah begs.


  “I’m so sorry, my dear. It doesn’t work that way. It really doesn’t. I would need someone here who was close to the victim, who knew her.” Then he turns to the rest of the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he says, “I apologize for the unusual interruption, but that will be all for tonight.”


  A few people boo. They actually boo him as he bolts for the back of the bookstore.


  “You know,” Hannah calls after him, “you’re a complete and utter douche bag.”


  Gus returns to gather Hannah and escorts her from the building.


  “Well, I was just starting to have fun, you know,” she tells him.


  Beatrice is waiting outside by two police cruisers. “You two were brilliant. Absolutely brilliant.”


  “What’s with the cops?” Gus asks.


  She smiles coquettishly. “They’re here to see me. Something about a disturbance.”


  “Tell me we’re not getting arrested,” Gus says.


  An officer emerges from one of the cars. “No, sir, no arrests. We got a complaint. But we’ve got no grounds for an arrest. If you’ll all just be on your ways, we’ll call it a night,” he says with a wink.


  Beatrice winks back.


  “Wait,” Gus says. “You guys know Alex Mills?”


  The officer laughs. “Of course. Everyone knows Alex.”


  “Okay, well, we’ve been playing phone tag all night. Can you get him on the radio or something?”


  The officer looks suspicious. “What’s this in reference to, sir?”


  Gus hesitates. “Oh, never mind.”


  “Are you a friend of the detective?”


  “Yeah, you could say that.”


  “You got an ID?” the officer asks.


  “Oh, shit,” Hannah says. “Don’t go pissing off the police, Gus.”


  Gus hands the officer his driver’s license.


  “It’s against policy for me to get someone on the radio for personal reasons,” the cop explains. “Sorry.”


  “I understand,” Gus says, taking the license back. “We’ll be leaving now.”


  It’s a beautiful Phoenix night. A breezy October evening. Not cold at all. Warm winds waltz around them. The air tastes good. They head for the car.


  “Are you pleased?” Gus asks Beatrice.


  “It went down like buttah,” she drools.


  “Personally, I feel bad for that poor slob,” Hannah says. “He never knew what hit him.”


  Then they’re interrupted by the officer who’s quickly approaching, his shoes slapping the pavement. “Parker,” he calls. “Detective Mills says you can meet him at Eli’s. I have the address if you need it.”


  Hannah asks, “What’s this all about?”


  Beatrice whispers, “The murder at South Mountain.”


  Hannah says, “Oh, Lord, is Gus a suspect?”


  Beatrice bellows a laugh, then catches herself. “Of course not.”


  “I have to bring one of these ladies home,” Gus tells the officer.


  “Nonsense,” Hannah says. “I drove here. I’ll take Beatrice.”


  The officer, who can’t be more than twenty-five, eyes Gus with concern. Gus shrugs. “She has a license,” he tells the cop.


  The name Hall is engraved on the officer’s badge.


  “How long you been with the force?” Gus asks.


  “Just a year,” the guy says sheepishly.


  “One of the best departments in the country,” Gus says. “You should be proud, Officer Hall.”


  “Thank you.”


  And your girlfriend, no . . . make that boyfriend, no . . . make that wife; well, someone is cheating on you, Gus intuits. Right now, at this very moment, Officer Hall’s significant other is being fucked by a third party. In such cases, Gus has learned, ignorance is bliss. A dental hygienist once stabbed him in incisor number nine and canine number eleven when he told her that her husband would be arrested for soliciting prostitutes on McDowell, a zone known for its cross-dressing hookers. “I thought you’d want to know,” he begged, dabbing gurgles of blood from his chin. A few nights later there was a bust on McDowell that netted the arrest of thirty hookers and their johns. Gus could not have cared less, at that point, if one of the men apprehended was the hygienist’s husband. So he didn’t check. But he learned. Gus also learned long ago that psychics can’t necessarily sense other psychics at first sight. Which is why Beatrice goes through all the histrionics like she has gone through tonight to weed out the fakes. Unlike most psychics, however, Gus is virtually powerless with duplicitous people. He has a blind spot with liars.


  A car roars to life. It’s Hannah in her Dodge Charger. One of the real ones. From the ’60s. Beatrice blows him a kiss and one to the officer and jumps in. The two women are cackling fiendishly as Hannah peels out.
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  Alex Mills is not the most patient man. He knows this about himself. He doesn’t suffer fools, has no time for small talk, does not believe in failure, and rejects mediocrity in all its forms. Even a bad cup of coffee makes him worry about humankind. He won’t watch episodic TV unless it’s on Netflix. The cop shows are all bullshit. Reality TV makes his blood boil. And yet, for all his struggles with reality, that is to say life on a daily basis and the general public with whom he shares Phoenix (particularly the douche bags), he loves his wife, he loves his son, he loves his small circle of friends, and he does battle every day against the loss of the man he emulated, or tried to—his time bomb of a father who exploded at the age of fifty-eight from a heart attack while prosecuting a former governor on corruption charges. Lyle Mills was the perfect man doing the perfect job with the kind of intensity Alex rarely found in others. Alex had no idea the intensity was killing him. No one did. At the time, Alex was a young rising star in the Phoenix PD, his gusty love for justice coming to him naturally, inherently, and the state of Arizona was even more fucked up than it is today, its politicians more brazen and criminal, and one prosecutor, Lyle Mills, more feared than anyone in the valley. Alex is not feared. He’s respected. But people said he had the same temperament as his father. Today he’s still doing the archeology of that temperament, digging for what was right and what was wrong. His father’s uncompromising nature was both. With integrity came obstinacy. With courage and discipline came a void of compassion. With the fervor of ambition came the quiet clasp of death.


  Sometimes (too often, his wife might say), particularly when he’s exhausted as he is right now after staring into the eyes of a victim, after seeking out her family, Detective Alex Mills has no filter. And no patience. He’s sitting now at Eli’s, a diner about a block away from Fashion Square, drumming his fingers on the table and wondering where the fuck Gus Parker is. The place is manic with the clattering of dishes and the shouting of orders, and it smells defiantly of bacon. The waitresses are in polka dots. So is his headache. Mills stops drumming his fingers and cradles a cup of coffee with his hands. Decaf. Simmering. Waiting. The diner, itself, an amplification of every greasy notion America accepts as nourishment, for the body, for the soul, and the meek shall inherit, and so goes society. There he goes again, down that path. But he catches himself. And he grips the mug and releases a deep breath, a smile, and a Zen kind of decision to not give so much of a fuck. Often, telling the universe he doesn’t give so much of a fuck yields the results he wants. That is his version of Zen, and, behold, there is Gus Parker, on cue, walking through the door.


  Mills, affirmed, waves the man over. He laughs to himself how Parker, though the guy migrated here from SoCal years ago, will always look like the consummate surfer dude, with that disheveled head of hair, that golden skin, those beaded bracelets. Mills is shocked that Parker is actually wearing long pants and a shirt.


  “I was told you’d be waiting for me here,” Parker says, giving him a hearty handshake and a tap on the arm. He sits.


  “I’ve waited less time for Godot.”


  “Who?”


  “Beckett.”


  “Oh right. Of course,” Gus says. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t worry about it. But, this is unofficial, Gus. Totally off the record.”


  “No problem,” the psychic assures him. “Good to see you, man. How are things? How’s the wife?”


  “Good and good,” Mills tells him. “Everything’s fine. How’s everything in Psycho World?”


  Parker laughs. “Predictable.”


  “Very funny,” Mills says. “So you have a vision about this case?”


  “Maybe. I was watching the press conference during dinner,” Parker tells him. “I got a vibe on that woman. Who was she?”


  “What woman?”


  “The one standing with the sergeant. I figured she was one of your colleagues.”


  “Was she in uniform?”


  “No,” Parker replies.


  A waitress comes by, and Parker orders hot tea. “Anything herbal.”


  Mills rests his chin in his hands and surveys an image of the press conference. There were several women at the scene, a few of them officers, a few of them techs, but only one woman flanked the sergeant. “I know who you’re talking about,” he announces. “Bridget Mulroney. She does PR for the city.”


  “Oh,” the psychic says. “I’ve never seen her before.”


  “I don’t think she was around when you and I last worked together.”


  “I think she’s in trouble,” Parker says.


  Mills puts his cup down. “What do you mean?”


  The waitress returns with Gus’s tea. He tells her that’ll be all and waits as she retreats. Then he leans in and whispers, “I got this vibe watching the press conference that the killer will be stalking that Mulroney woman.”


  “Really?” He knows the pitch in his voice betrays his doubt.


  “Really, Mills,” the psychic assures him. “I think we better have a talk with her.”


  Mills shifts in his chair. “You got to give me more than that, Parker. We can’t just sit her down and give her some kind of vague warning. From what I hear, she’s a bit of a loose cannon. She’ll go right to the sergeant, and he’ll be all over my ass.”


  “Tell him you want me in. He knows me.”


  “Look, Parker, if this is really about you looking for a payday, you should just say so. . . .”


  Gus Parker, mellow, Enya-loving, stargazing, herbal psychic, does a full throttle, full body whiplash. “Huh? You think I’m looking for money? Dude, you’re going to need me on this.”


  “You sure about that?”


  Parker drops his jaw for a moment. His eyes pop out like light bulbs. “Yes,” he says. “I’m sure. Sure as I am that your legal pad has more illustrations than notes. Am I right, Detective?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “And page after page is full of your scribblings of the murder scene. And that legal pad is sitting in the back seat of your car right now?”


  “Stop it, Gus,” Mills insists. “I get it. I’m sorry I said anything about a payday.”


  “And your notebook?”


  Mills nods. “You’re a genius,” he says. “So, what’s up with Mulroney? Is she going to die tonight or something?”


  “No,” the psychic says emphatically. “But he’s watching her. He saw her at the press conference tonight, and I just sense that he has her on his radar. Nothing imminent. But I think she should be warned.”


  “Duly noted,” Mills says. “If the killer’s really going after Bridget, he’d better be wearing a cup. She’s a ballbuster.” Mills pays the check, and the men head out to the parking lot.


  “Can you take me to the crime scene?” Gus asks him.


  “Now?”


  Gus laughs. “No, man. Tomorrow. How about lunchtime?”


  “I don’t know, Gus. Let me talk to the sergeant.”


  “Come on, Detective. Just take me over unofficially. It’s a Saturday. Don’t give the sergeant a chance to say no.”


  “I’ll call you in the morning. I got to go find the victim’s family first.”


  “I don’t envy you.”


  Again, Mills thinks about how many times he has had to track down a victim’s family. The scenes sort of flash by him in seconds like a career death reel, and all he can do is exhale because he realizes that somewhere in between those frames of sorrow he has really acquired a kind of emotional neuropathy. “You shouldn’t,” he says grimly to Gus.


  “If you find them. Can you bring me something?”


  “Bring you something?”


  Gus tilts his head. “You know how it works. Get me something that belonged to her.”


  Mills stuffs his hands in his pockets. “That ought to make a good impression on her family.”


  “Hey, I’m trying to help you.”


  “I can’t promise anything.”


  Mills turns to his car.


  “I’ve never seen a murder in a cave before,” Gus tells him.


  Mills feels himself stiffen, senses a slight but building shiver up his spine. He looks back at Gus Parker. “No one said anything about a cave. Not during the press conference. And not since.”


  The psychic nods. “I know. The longer I am in your presence, Detective, the more I see. You’ve been drawing caves in your notepad.”


  Mills doesn’t say anything else. He gets in his car and drives away. He doesn’t know how he gets home, doesn’t remember the drive at all. Doesn’t remember the traffic, the stoplights, the intersections. The night itself had become a cave, yielding little in its darkness. He must have been dangerously lost in thought because here he is sitting in the driveway, staring at his garage door, thinking it should open on its own.
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  Gus Parker grew up in Seattle and never planned on leaving Seattle. That was until he heard from his dead uncle, Ivan. One night in a dream he saw Ivan diving from the heavens carrying in his hands a shimmering box the color of seafoam. The box was fastened in silver ribbon. Ivan had come with a gift, which seemed perfectly reasonable considering it was Gus’s sixteenth birthday. He and Ivan had been very close. After all, they were so close in age, six years to be exact, given the late-in-life surprise for Grandma and Grandpa Lally. They had been practically raised as brothers. But a few months before Gus turned sixteen, his mother came to him, sat him down, and with tears rolling from her eyes told him some very bad news about a brain tumor.


  “They can’t operate, Gus,” she said. “Ivan is not going to make it.”


  Gus remembers the feeling of an elevator in freefall. He had heard what his mother had said. He had been slammed out of his normal consciousness and had come back numb from the collision. The pain would catch up with him, but not until he actually went to visit his uncle in the hospital and sat there in the bed beside him. He would do that for days. Ivan would say, “I’m going to visit you after I die.” And Gus would ask, “What the hell does that mean?” And Ivan would just unpeel the layer of tragedy off his face and stare at his nephew with an impish smile. Sometimes Gus would just bury his head in his uncle’s chest, inhale the smell of Ivan, and weep. Ivan would hear the tears and mitigate them with laughter.


  “I’m having a lot of delusions,” Ivan told Gus. “I actually saw you graduating from high school. And we know that’s never going to happen.”


  Gus was actually a very good student, an all-around everything kind of kid who was adored by just about everyone except that fuck of a math teacher, Mr. Brim. Still, Gus laughed at his uncle’s joke; he laughed not so much at the content but at the intent. He found it seriously comic that a dying man with something like a piece of dried-up shit growing on his brain could conjure up shtick on his deathbed.


  “And then there was that vision of you on a date with Barbara McAllister,” Ivan said. “Another thing that’s never going to happen.”


  “It may,” Gus retorted.


  “You are still a virgin, nephew.”


  “No I am not. I lost it before I turned fifteen.”


  “Your hand doesn’t count.”


  His uncle died four months later.


  But in the dream there was Ivan, looking as handsome as ever, muscular and statuesque, like Michelangelo’s David with dark brown hair and a happier, more thriving face, diving to the earth with a gift in a box. “It will be there tomorrow for you,” he told Gus. “Under the back porch.”


  Of course Gus rushed to the porch the following morning, feeling a bit foolish but determined, a bit misguided but equally hopeful, and, of course, there was no box and no ribbon and no evidence of Ivan.


  His mother, who apparently had been watching from the kitchen window, opened the sliding door and said, “Gus, what in the world are you doing? Your breakfast is ready, and you’re not even showered.”


  Meg Parker was a desperate housewife before desperate housewives became fashionable. She had been raised by a Stepford mother, and it was her destiny, it seemed, to mother in a detached but bemused sort of way. She indulged her children (there is Gus’s sister, Nikki, as well, four years younger) but only so far; there were categories and compartments for affection, compassion, and even love. She had rules. She had lists. She allowed only two drawings per child on the refrigerator at any one time (that included awards, ribbons, and report cards). She allowed carbonated beverages only on Saturdays and only twelve ounces maximum per child. She dabbled in real estate. She used Avon products. She never slept late.


  Gus looked at his mother and shrugged. “I was looking for my skateboard.”


  “What on earth would your skateboard be doing under the porch?” She stood there in her floor-length robe, one foot tapping the floor, her fingernails perfect as she gripped her waist with her hands.


  “Sometimes I stash it there,” he said meekly. “I don’t know. I’ve looked everywhere else.”


  His mother rolled her eyes and turned away.


  That’s when it happened.


  He saw his mother lose her grip on a shopping cart and go reeling backward, hitting the floor. He wasn’t sure which aisle. But he thought it was probably near pickles and olives. Why was he seeing this? He had no idea. Was he half asleep? Good chance. Would she die? No, she would not die. But she’d slam her head pretty hard, and the people at Safeway would call paramedics, a crowd would form around her, and she’d be humiliated beyond belief.


  Was this subconscious anger toward his mother? Likely. He loved her, but through his teen years he had come to understand and resent her limitations. He had come to hate her distance, her feigned interest, and her bony emotions.
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