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If only you knew the things I have seen in
the darkness of the night.

—M. C. Escher

“…if telepathy, psychometry, clairvoyance can
be shown to exist, this is not some erosion of our scientific
heritage. Rather, it is an extension of our knowledge of ourselves,
and a recognition that consciousness has unexplored potentialities:
in short, a recognition that human existence may be far stranger
and more exciting than even the greatest scientists have given it
credit for.”

—Cohn Wilson

 



HIDDEN LAKE




Prologue

January 23 11:00
P.M.

Gary Lukas felt as
if he were floating in a vat of Jell-O. When he moved, his legs
became plump chips of fruit. Every time he exhaled, the Jell-O
quivered and he imagined it opening up and himself sinking down and
the stuff closing over him. He didn’t want to be here. He was
tired, the lab was too cold, the electrodes taped to his temples
itched, and he was hungry. Yes, that most of all.

But these small discomforts shrank as the
soft hum of the machine tugged gently at him, nudging him down to
alpha and the borderline of sleep. For a few pleasant moments he
drifted through a plateau of hypnogogic images: a lavender desert
looming with stark rock formations; his kitchen table at home,
strewn with bills, stacks of magazines, scraps of paper with phone
numbers on them; the slender shape of the pine in front of his
house. These images paled as Dr. Jaworski’s voice nipped at the
edges of his mind. A smooth, slick voice: “Can you hear me,
Gary?”

“Hmm.” It was an effort to form words.

“Whenever you start getting anything, just
talk, like we’ve done before. The recorder’s on.”

He grunted.

For months Dr. Jaworski had been testing
Lukas, hooking him up to his weird machines and measuring what he
called PSI-Q. Lukas had argued that psychic ability wasn’t
something you scaled like intelligence or knowledge. There were no
multiple choice quizzes where ninety out of a hundred points meant
an automatic A. But Jaworski, like so many investigators, had his
own theories, and Lukas went along with the sessions because they
were fun and provided additional income. He liked this type of
session the best, where there was no specific goal. He was just
supposed to free-fall and flow, engaging in a kind of psychic
brainstorming.

Down, down, he slipped. He was in a canoe,
paddling through an ashen moonlight dappled with shadows. Crickets
cried out around him. Trees rustled and leaned into the wind. The
cool air smelled sweet, as if it had just rained. Overhead, a magma
of clouds sailed past a slivered moon impaled against an inky,
forbidding sky. He was dimly aware of his voice describing the
scene. But his mind had split down the middle, and after a while he
barely heard it.

Lukas saw a wooden raft in the middle of the
lake, kept afloat by rusting barrels. It creaked and moaned,
protesting years of neglect. Just beyond it, a school of minnows
rose twitching from the water, a slick and silvery mass that melded
with the puddles of moonlight, then descended with a splash.

“Can you tell specifically where you are,
Gary?”

Jaworski’s voice penetrated, then faded away
and became Lukas’: “In a lake, yeah, in a lake surrounded by
banyan and ficus trees.” In that part of Lukas which was still
himself, he knew the area was familiar.

The paddles rose from the water as the canoe
approached the dock. Water lapped at the sides. The body in which
he found himself picked up two objects from the bottom of the
canoe—something heavy—A brick? Is it a brick?—and a bird, a duck.
Its head flopped like a doll’s. Dead, the duck was dead. These
items were tossed into the grass and the canoe was secured with a
rope.

“I’m moving toward a house now. It’s set back
in the pines. I have the dead duck in one hand and the brick in the
other. Blood, there’s a lot of blood from the bird.” He could smell
the blood. It was on his gloves, warm, seeping.

He moved along the side of the house. He knew
this place, but couldn’t name it. The knowledge was buried in a
part of himself that had been pushed aside for the other. An alarm
shrieked inside him, warning him to break the connection. But he
was embedded, aware of the hate and savage purposefulness that
propelled the body toward the trees, to the side door.

“I’m breaking the glass in a door pane now,
tapping the brick against it enough to crack it, working the glass
loose, reaching inside to unlock the door. It’s simple, real
simple.”

He stood in a kitchen. Odors wafted around
him, the faint vestiges of dinner: chicken, coffee, cinnamon, and
apples. Sounds in the room possessed a startling clarity—the hum of
the fridge, a clock ticking, ticking like a bomb, water gurgling in
pipes. Lukas heard himself describing the slow walk toward the
fuse box, but his voice was insubstantial, a shadow that bled
between the other sounds. He reached into his pocket, brought out a
penlight. He turned it on. Tiny circles of light scampered across
the wall, then focused on the inside of the fuse box as he opened
it. He threw the master switch and the house died. Time
stopped.

His bladder was full, his head ached as he
started through the kitchen doorway, into the hall. Something
darted past his legs, his heart jumped into his throat, he flashed
the light until it struck something: glowing moons suspended in the
black; Satan’s eyes. He nearly screamed. Then the thing moved away
and he saw it was a cat, just a goddamned cat. His leg was warm now
and damp. His bladder had let loose. Rage and apprehension raced
along his tongue, souring his mouth. He inched through the doorway,
back to the wall.

“Gary? Gary, can you hear me?”

He didn’t want to talk, didn’t need to. But
he murmured, “Hallway. Dark. Very dark,” and the words stuck to
his tongue like insects to flypaper.

Upstairs, a door opened. The breaking of the
glass must have awakened her.

He gritted his teeth, grinding them hard, and
hurried into the hall. He flattened himself against the side of the
staircase. More noise now: the shuffling of feet, a soft sigh,
Anna’s voice. “Gretchen, was that you, girl?” He heard uncertainty
in her voice, a prick of fear.

The brick, like the duck, was heavy and warm
in his hands. It pulsed with the life he gave it. He felt its
vibrations in his fingertips, rippling up, up into his arm,
shoulder, neck, zipping straight into his brain.

“Gretchen?” she called again.

He glanced at his watch: 11:45. Right on
schedule. But she should’ve been asleep. Improvisation is the
crux of success. Who had said that?

He needed five minutes, that was all. Three
hundred little old seconds.

The stairs creaked as she started down. She
moved cautiously, as if she suspected something. In the dark he
grinned, sensing her trepidation. His stomach twisted. The sour
taste in his mouth slid along his tongue, burning it like acid.
She was going to make it bad for herself, very bad.

“Gary, this is Jaworski, snap out of it!”

Go away, go away. Lukas snuggled down
into the body, watching, waiting, listening, his hand tightening
around the duck’s neck now. Something seemed to build in the air, a
power that was almost tangible. Its tendrils reached out through
the dark, testing, seeking. Instinctively, he moved farther into a
cupola of shadows.

Then suddenly he heaved the dead duck toward
her. He heard her grunt, then screech as she lost her balance and
tumbled, arms pinwheeling, noises like burps popping in the air
around her. She lay groaning at the foot of the stairs, shaking her
head, trying to lift herself. She favored her left side as she
tried to crawl. He stood, came out, showed himself. “Hello,
Anna.”

“S-something h-hit me. It…hurt my leg,” she
whimpered. “My leg.”

He shone the light in her eyes. She blinked,
a hand flew to her face. “What the—”

He, shut off the light. Oh, how he loved
this, how he loved seeing her helpless on the floor, leg twisted
under her, useless. “Is that better?”

“How…how did you get in here?” she demanded.
Her cockiness, her arrogance: this was what he hated most about
her. “I walked in. The door was wide open, see?” He unlocked the
door, opened it completely, then quickly shut it again. Now he
gripped the brick, hard. “Don’t,” she said. “I don’t want to hurt
you.”

“You?” he laughed. “You hurt me?”

“I mean it,” she said as he stepped toward
her.

He chuckled, but a sudden pain cramped his
gut. Nausea rolled through him. That power, energy, whatever it
was he’d felt before, as she’d descended the stairs, thickened the
air like flour in water.

“Just go. Please. I don’t want to hurt
you.”

He continued toward her, gritting his teeth
against the pain in his stomach. But as he raised his arm, the
brick in his hand turned hot. He ignored it and quickly brought his
arm down. The first blow struck her against the side of the head.
The violence momentarily snapped Lukas back into himself and he
cried, “Anna, my God, it’s Anna.”

The second blow smacked her directly across
the forehead. Bones splintered, blood spurted, and Lukas
continued to cry out, unable to extricate himself, to halt the
vision. It rushed toward him in vertiginous waves beaded with
blood. Someone shook him, shouted his name as the hand kept coming
down again and again. Chips of bone mixed with brain and blood, so
much blood. A voice in the lab screamed, “Something’s happened
to Gary!”

Blood. Her face. He…

“Get up, Gary, that’s right. C’mon, man,
move, walk, that’s right.” Something cold and hard pressed against
his mouth; it was the edge of a glass. He drank, choked, caught his
breath. And then, mercifully, he passed out.

 



Chapter 1

The Body

Eric Whitaker sped
north on Andrews Avenue beneath a sky as blue and clear as the
future. The din of Fort Lauderdale traffic swelled in the cool
January air, but he barely noticed. He was eyeing the clock on the
dashboard. Seven A.M. sharp, she’d said. And with twelve minutes
to go, he would make it. But in his rush to be prompt for his
interview with Anna Lemont, he’d forgotten his notebook, pen, and
recorder.

He rifled through the glove compartment and
found a worn pencil and an old notebook with pages curled and faded
from the heat. Embarrassing, he thought. But it was the best he
could do without returning to the house.

At 6:58 he turned his refurbished 1965
Mustang into Hidden Lake, delighted that he was two minutes early.
He hadn’t been early for an appointment in ten years. But then,
he’d never had an assignment like this before: two grand for an
article about South Florida’s only psychic community.

He slowed for a speed bump, and the braided
branches of the giant banyan trees closed over him. The road
tunneled through their canopy like a pipeline. A flock of wild
green parrots fluttered from the leaves, squawking at his
intrusion. A howler monkey chirred in the shadows.

As a kid he used to camp out sometimes on the
far shore of the lake. He remembered how late at night, a mist
would rise like steam from the water and he would imagine ghosts
moving restlessly through it. The place had spooked him then and it
spooked him now. It was as if Hidden Lake possessed an elementary
consciousness that drew certain types of people like a magnet.
People, he thought, whose lives tottered on the cutting edge
between dimensions, between light and dark.

The last time he’d camped out here alone, he
was fifteen. He’d been snuggled down inside his sleeping bag,
listening to the shrieks of the monkeys and thinking about how the
people who lived here conversed with spooks. He knew that because
of his mother’s frequent visits to the Duchess, a psychic who
supposedly communed with his mom’s dead brother. As he’d lain
there, watching the moon lift silently into the dark of the sky and
trying to penetrate a mystery that seemed so much larger than
himself, he’d heard something in the brush. Goose bumps had burst
along his arms like a rash and he’d snatched up his sleeping bag
and his lantern and had fled.

He hadn’t stayed away, of course. Hidden Lake
was the forbidden fruit and its taste was addictive, even if you
didn’t buy the mumbo-jumbo. But he’d never stayed on the shores of
the lake alone again.

Now, eighteen years later, this city within a
city was an enclave of twenty-two hundred people, set off from the
rest of Fort Lauderdale by natural boundaries. Shaped roughly like
a triangle, Hidden Lake’s base was the twenty five-acre lake. Its
west side was marked by a network of canals that fed into the lake,
and to the east lay a wilderness reserve that stretched the length
of the town like the Great Wall of China. The pinnacle of the
triangle was where he’d entered.

Besides the wild parrots, at least two
Florida panthers, raccoons, and armadillos had taken refuge here.
The howler monkeys, descendants of a pair that had escaped during
the filming of a Tarzan movie years ago, had proliferated through
the decades and were considered something of an anomaly by local
naturalists. But the psychics were still the main attraction, and
like the wildlife, their numbers had also increased.

The trees thinned out as he approached the
park that marked the business district. On either side were shops,
snuggled in the pearled light like throwbacks to some earlier,
simpler time. Tina’s Haberdashery, Binelli Bakery, The Round Table
Bookstore, Finnegan’s Food Mart. Family businesses. No corporate
mergers here, he thought.

At the entrance to the park was a wooden sign
shaped like a scroll, listing the names and specialties of the
nearly two hundred and twenty psychics who lived and worked here.
On his way back, he decided, he would stop and take a few
pictures.

He glanced at the scrap of paper where he’d
scribbled Anna’s address, and turned right at the stoplight, toward
the lake. The vegetation thickened again, obscuring the homes. He
made a left onto Spirit Road, rose over a small bridge that crossed
a canal and continued onto a finger of land that jutted out into
the lake.

The water shimmied in the light, its blue
striated with deep shadows from the overhanging trees hugging its
shores. A floating dock in its center looked like an abandoned
island, stripped of verdure. A handful of ducks lifted from the
water like miniature seaplanes and swung out over the far end of
the lake. A haunted tranquility, he mused.

Spirit Road had only four or five homes on it
and emptied into a cul de sac. Anna Lemont’s two-story wooden home
was on his right. He pulled into the driveway, behind a Honda
Civic with a sun-bleached bumper sticker that said I LOVE A
PSYCHIC. The mailbox with her name on it was topped by fancy carved
letters:

READER OF RUNES.

The house had the empty look of something
long abandoned. He noted the swayback slope of the front porch,
like an inverted camel hump, paint flaking from windowsills, the
overgrown yard. There were clusters of tall, thin pine trees in the
yard and their branches sagged as if bearing the weight of some
ineffable sin. Pine cones littered the grass, and dried leaves had
piled up along the sides of the house.

Parrots trilled from the treetops as he
trotted up the porch steps. He rang the bell, but didn’t hear its
echo inside, so he knocked. The door creaked open a couple of
inches.

“Ms. Lemont? It’s Eric Whitaker.”

He touched his fingers to the door, opening
it wider, and stepped into the foyer. “Ms. Lemont?”

Another step and he was inside. His breath
caught in his throat. A rush of blood drummed in his ears. There,
at the foot of the stairs, lay something that had once been human.
The skull was smashed on one side. Bits of bone floated like pearls
in a gray mush as runny as grits. And there was blood everywhere—on
the carpet, the banisters, even the doorjamb that he gripped to
steady himself. It smeared on his damp hand and he looked down at
it, a raw, sour taste climbing up his throat. “Oh God, what…”

The room tilted. The world slipped on its
axis. The porch quavered under his feet, the body on the floor
slipped to the right, and the dead duck halfway up the staircase
flapped its wings and rose into the air.

He backed toward the door, wiping his hand on
his slacks, his gut twisting. As he threw open the door, a slice of
sunlight rushed like wind into the foyer and he saw that the gray
mush quivered with life. Things were crawling through it. He
stumbled out onto the porch, clumsy as a drunk, doubled over the
porch railing, and threw up.

He should’ve turned around and gone home, he
should have…Oh, God, he had to sit down, he had to…When he lifted
his head, a woman with blond hair stood less than three feet away.
Her eyes darted from him to the open doorway, back to him again,
and then she tore up the street shouting, “Deirdre,
Deirdre…”

Whitaker, his stomach still cramping, slumped
to the floor of the porch, watching her through the wooden slats as
if she were a figure in a dream, the red silk of her jumpsuit
rustling around her, blond hair a whiskey river in the sunlight. It
didn’t take a genius to figure out he was in big trouble.

Suspect numero uno, buddy boy.

Trouble appeared a few minutes later. A tall,
slender brunette ripped down the walk as if she were aiming for the
winning stretch of the Boston Marathon. She bounded up the steps in
wrinkled khaki shorts and a blue T-shirt, a gun in her hand. A
big gun. A gun she turned on Whitaker, who was still huddled
against the railing, arms gripping his cramping gut.

“Don’t even consider moving your ass,” she
barked at him.

Move? If he hadn’t felt so sick, he
would’ve laughed. Instead, he took one hard look at
her—Deirdre?—and decided she resembled Sigourney Weaver. Alien
killer. Sigourney a.k.a. Ripley a.k.a. Deirdre with chocolate eyes
as smooth as blown glass, inky black curly hair that fizzed out
from her head so that in the light it looked like a halo.

“Did you hear me?” she snapped.

“If he tries to leave, I’ll scream,” said the
blonde.

He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing
came out. He nodded his head and watched as Deirdre stepped into
the house. The blond woman remained at the bottom of the porch
stairs, alternately watching him and the doorway, murmuring, “Oh,
God, all I get are black lights, that’s all, just black lights, oh,
Christ.” Then, louder, “Deirdre, is it her? Is it Anna?”

Whitaker pressed his back against the railing
and pushed himself to his feet. The cool morning air caressed his
damp face and his stomach began to uncramp. As long as he didn’t
look into the house, he would be okay. But he wanted to be out in
the sunlight. Feel its warmth seeping into his skin. He moved
toward the stairs; the blonde backed away from him.

“Don’t move.” She shook a finger at him
crowned with a bright red nail so long, it curved at the end. “You
heard her. She’s a cop. You’d better do what she says. Just don’t
you move. Deirdre, he’s going to make a break for it. He’s…”

Deirdre moved away from the door, her face
ashen. The freckles across the bridge of her nose seemed to be
oozing onto her cheeks like hot wax. She turned the gun on him
again. He wondered dimly what kind of gun it was. He didn’t know
anything about guns. They terrified him. His mother’s brother had
collected them and one night nineteen years ago, his uncle had been
loading one of his guns and it had gone off and blown a hole the
size of tomorrow in his head. Whitaker had found him. He’d looked
something like the woman inside. Only worse, because he was
Whitaker’s uncle.

“Move over there,” she said, gesturing to a
rusted aluminum chair inches from the door. “And sit down. Val, I
don’t have my cell on me. Call an ambulance. And the police
department.”

Val said, “I…don’t have my cell, either.”
Then she took off, heels clicking against the walk.

Whitaker shuffled over to the aluminum chair.
His knees felt weird, floppy as a puppet’s. “Look, my name’s Eric
Whitaker and I…”

“Shut up,” she hissed. “Just shut the hell
up.” Then her lovely mouth quivered and her eyes turned liquid.
“You bastard, you lousy bastard, that’s my friend in there, my
friend,” she shouted, and stepped toward him.

“I found her. I had an appointment with her.
I was supposed to interview her. I didn’t kill her.” The words
tumbled out, his voice shrill, his stomach cramping again, his eyes
glued to the barrel of the gun.

“ID. Give me some ID.” She uttered this
softly, as though she didn’t quite believe him, but wanted to. She
held out her free hand. Whitaker reached around for his wallet,
handed her a bundle of plastic that included credit cards, his
license, press cards. He glanced out into the road, saw several
people hurrying toward the house now, and in the distance, heard a
siren.

He wanted coffee.

And breakfast.

He wanted to get away from here.

“Okay, Mr. Whitaker,” she said finally, and
handed him back his bundle of plastic and lowered the gun.

Just then, a black cat leaped onto the
railing behind Deirdre, sat back on its haunches, and began to
meow. Deirdre’s head whipped around. “Gretchen,” she whispered,
and went over to the cat, picked it up, pressed her face against
the animal’s fur. The cat scratched its chin on the end of the
weapon’s barrel as Deirdre slumped to a step. When she finally
looked up at him again, her eyes were clear, hard as new wood,
inscrutable.

In a peremptory tone of voice she said, “Tell
me what happened from the second you pulled up here.”

So he did.

 



Chapter 2

Deirdre

Paramedics carted
away Anna’s remains on a stretcher and Deirdre O’Malley stood there
as if her legs had rooted into the old pine porch. She held on to
Gretchen, watching the lab people sweep into the house with their
bags of tricks. The cat’s fur smelled faintly of Anna’s perfume,
White Linen. It made her heart ache.

She forgot about Eric what’s-his-name, seated
in the aluminum chair. She tuned out Val Barker, who flitted about,
telling the coroner about the black lights her spirit guides were
setting off like firecrackers in her head. The day warmed up around
her, tepid as a bath, and still she didn’t move. She was waiting
for something, but she didn’t know what it was. Salvation,
perhaps. An explanation. Why Anna? Who? Who would do such a
thing?

“Dee?”

She looked up. Moody strolled toward her,
Moody, her ex-partner with his detective swagger, eyes the color of
ice, his thin, oddly handsome face. Five years ago, when she was a
neophyte with the Broward County Police Department, he’d taught her
the streets. Then when she was assigned to Homicide, they’d become
partners and lovers and it had eventually broken up her marriage.
Three months ago, their affair—and their partnership—had ended.

“Everyone’s inside. I don’t want the thing
about the dead duck released to the press,” she said more
quietly.

Moody jerked his thumb toward Eric
what’s-his-name. “Who’s he?”

“He found her.”

Moody combed his long fingers through his
light brown hair, and for a moment—just a moment—she thought of how
those fingers, those hands, had once incited passion like a riot in
her blood. History, she thought. Dead. Like Anna.

“We just got a call from a Dr. Jaworski at
the weirdo lab at the U of M. He claims one of his psychos tuned
into this murder last night, during some experiment he was doing to
test the psycho’s powers.” Then he grinned and whistled chords from
the theme to The Twilight Zone. It bristled along her arms,
grated on her nerves. She set Gretchen down and knew this was what
she’d been waiting for. Anger.

“The word’s psychic, Moody, not
psycho. Did Jaworski give you the guy’s name?”

“Yeah. Gary Lukas. That little pudgy dude who
does the radio show on—”

“I know who he is.”

He threw up his hands. “Okay, okay, don’t
bite my head off. Lukas passed out after it happened. He’s in the
university clinic.”

“I want the house sealed and the area
cordoned off when the lab’s finished.” She started down the steps,
but Moody touched her arm, holding her back.

“Look, I know she was a friend of yours. I’m
sorry. But I told you that moving here wasn’t the answer, Dee.”
Their faces were inches apart. She could see a spot of dried blood
on the curve of his chin where he’d nicked himself shaving. She
thought of the nights she’d fallen into a silken nowhere with this
man, of the nights she’d caressed that chin, memorizing its lines.
She no longer knew who that woman was. She gently disengaged her
arm.

“Right,” she murmured, and hurried down the
walk. “I’ll be at the lab, talking to Lukas.”

“Hey, hold on, just a second,” shouted the
writer, and bounded down the walk after her. “Do you mind if I, uh,
go with you?”

She looked at him, at the blood smeared on
his slacks, his expression so earnest, his face so pale, she wanted
to cry. “Why?”

“Because this is exactly the sort of thing my
article’s about.” Then he added, “I’ll talk to him sooner or later,
with or without you.”

“You’ve got blood on your pants.”

He looked down at himself, then at her again.
“I’ll change. I’ve got a pair of jeans in my car.”

“You have to agree not to mention certain
things, Mr....uh...”

“Whitaker. Eric Whitaker. Call me Eric.
Things like the duck?”

“And whatever else Gary might say that
constitutes police evidence.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

“I hope I don’t regret this,” she muttered.
“I’ve got to stop by my house first. It’s the one with blue
shutters and O’Malley on the mailbox.”

“You want a ride?”

“No.” She turned away from him, spotted
Gretchen a few feet away, and walked over to the cat. “C’mon,
baby,” she said softly, picking up the animal. “You’re going to
come visit me.”

As Gretchen snuggled into her arms, the scent
of Anna’s perfume released a new wave of sorrow. She swallowed hard
and fled toward her house as if speed could make her forget.

Her place, like Anna’s, looked as if it
belonged on Cape Cod. Set back into a holt of pines and surrounded
by hibiscus hedges, only the driveway was visible from the road.
She’d bought the house eight months ago, when her divorce was
final, and had spent most of her weekends and evenings refurbishing
it. The major changes were downstairs, where the living room now
opened into a tiled family room that overlooked the canal and also
had a view of the lake. The kitchen, which had been small and
claustrophobic, now opened onto a deck that blended with the pines.
She’d converted the two small bedrooms downstairs into one large
den by knocking out the wall between them.

She set the Magnum on the kitchen counter and
put out a bowl of food for Gretchen, wondering where Doolittle,
her Himalayan cat, was. Her gaze swept across the kitchen sink,
stacked with yesterday’s dirty dishes, and stopped on Doolittle’s
favorite spot in the window. He wasn’t there. A kind of panic
seized her. Anna dead, Doolittle gone, what next? She
blinked rapidly to dispel the knot of fear, of emptiness. Keep
moving, that’s the secret, she thought. Go change, get to
the university. She rushed for the stairs.

The second floor of the house was just as it
had been when she’d bought it—two bedrooms, pine floors, spacious
closets, a balcony off her bedroom shaped like a tongue that almost
brushed one of the pines. The porch door and windows were open and
the humus scent of the lake, the yard, wafted through the air.

She opened the closet, saw the laundry basket
brimming with clothes, and slammed the door. Time, there was never
enough time to do mundane things like laundry or ironing or
grocery shopping. She rifled through the clean clothes draped over
the chair by the window, yanked out a pair of wrinkled corduroy
slacks and a cotton blouse. She rummaged through her closet until
she found a lightweight jacket and wiggled into it. An image of
Anna took shape in her mind, and she began to feel weepy again. She
shook it off, grabbed her purse and keys from the dresser,
unplugged her iPhone from the charger and went back downstairs.
Eric Whitaker stood at the screen door.

“You mind if I use your bathroom to change
into these?” He indicated the jeans draped over his arm.

She thought of the dustballs like insects on
the bathroom floor, her makeup spread out on the counter, and
hoped there was at least toilet paper in the holder. Why am I so
disorganized? “Down the hail, first door on the left.”

He had to duck his head as he stepped into
the house. He stood over six feet, she guessed, with hair and a
mustache the deep brown of strong coffee, and eyes so blue, she was
sure he wore tinted contacts. “Thanks,” he said. “We can take my
car if you want.”

She glanced through the screen door. The mint
green of the 1965 Mustang gleamed in the light, perfect as a tooth,
and looked as if it had been driven off a showroom floor. “Does it
run as well as it looks?” she asked, thinking of her Mazda 626 that
needed an oil change, tuneup, and a general housecleaning.

“Like a top.”

“Okay, we’ll take your car, then.”

He looked slowly around the living room.
“Your photos?” He gestured at the gallery of photographs that hung
on the walls. There were pictures of kids playing hopscotch in a
chalky light; a lone canoe at dusk on the lake; cats and pines and
stark city landscapes; and then the more surreal stuff, inverted
images, juxtapositions, darkroom magic. She had a digital camera
and used Photoshop, but she still enjoyed playing around with
film.

“Yes.”

“They’re really good.”

“Thanks.”

He seemed to be waiting for her to elaborate.
When she didn’t, he said, “I’d better go change.”

Ten minutes later they were speeding south on
the interstate toward the University of Miami. The inside of the
Mustang was as meticulously maintained as the exterior. It even
smelled new. No abandoned towels and paper bags, like in her car,
no faded dashboard, no dust. A neat-freak, she thought.

“How long have you been a cop?” he asked.

“Five years, three in homicide.” And before
that, she had taught high school social studies and hated it. Her
hobby and the one passion in her life, photography, she’d
practically abandoned. But he didn’t need to know all that. She
didn’t even know why the hell she’d thought of it.

“How many women are there in the Lauderdale
Police Department?”

She glanced over at him. “Is this part of
your story or something?”

He smiled. It struck her as a gentle smile,
almost diffident. In fact, despite his size, everything about this
man seemed gentle. He had one of those faces in which you found
something different every time you looked at it. One day it might
be a surfeit of blue in his eyes you hadn’t noticed before or the
rust threaded through his mustache that you could swear hadn’t been
there yesterday. It disturbed her that she could find him
attractive today. Now. On the heels of Anna’s murder.

“Just curious,” he replied.

“Thirty-seven women out of four hundred and
forty-five officers. And yes, the work’s okay and no, I don’t get
too much flack from the male officers. Not anymore.”

He laughed. It was a nice sound, quick,
light, and lifted her spirits. “Okay, no more questions.”

Deirdre rubbed her temple, which had been
throbbing steadily since she’d gotten into the car. “Look, I’m
sorry. And I apologize for what I said to you…earlier.”

“It’s okay. I understand.”

No, it’s not okay, but what the hell.
She rested her head against the back of the seat, watching the
blurring flatness of the landscape. It was the height of the
tourist season and the interstate was jammed with cars. They looked
like polished bubbles, all of them hurtling south toward jobs,
school, appointments, whatever. All except Anna.

The miasma swirled inside her again at the
thought of Anna. Not now. If she kept moving, talking, her
grief would not catch up to her. “Who’s your article for?” she
asked Whitaker, finding it easier to talk than to think.

“Omni, Part Two.”

“I remember the original Omni. So it
was revived?”

“Yup.”

“And the article is on Hidden Lake?”

“Hidden Lake as South Florida’s only psychic
village.”

She smiled. “The psychics comprise only about
ten percent of the population, you know.”

“Maybe so, but it doesn’t seem to make much
difference in how people think of the village.”

People like Moody. Like my ex.

“How long had you known Anna?” he asked.

“Oh, maybe a year, eighteen months, something
like that. We met at the Round Table Bookstore.” She didn’t want
him to ask what she’d been doing in a metaphysical bookstore, so
she steered the conversation away from it. “Have you met Lindsey
Wellington?”

“The mayor, right?”

Deirdre nodded. “And she also owns the
bookstore. You should talk to her. For your article.”

“She’s on my list.”

“Who else is?”

“Gary Lukas, and that woman with the TV talk
show…Val Barker, and...”

“You already met Val.”

Whitaker frowned. “You mean the woman in the
red jumpsuit? That was Barker?”

“The one and only.”

“She looks different on the tube.”

Deirdre chuckled. “God, don’t tell her
that.”

“Well, if she’s psychic, then how come she
thought I was the murderer?”

Deirdre shrugged. “Most of the other psychics
think of her as the resident fraud. Don’t quote me,” she added
quickly.

“What do you think?”

“I don’t.”

“Are you always so cagey?” Whitaker asked,
laughing again.

“Only around reporters.”

“I’m not a reporter. I’m a journalist.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Journalists are unemployed reporters.”

She smiled. “Who’d you work for?”

“The Fort Lauderdale Tribune.”

She looked over at him quickly. “Don’t tell
me. Warren Lucky, right? He was your editor?”

He made a face. “And the reason I left.”

She laughed. Some of her anxiety and sorrow
bled away and oh, God, it felt good. “He lives in Hidden Lake, you
know.”

“I know, I know. And every time I drive into
the place, I dread running into him.”

“He’s not real fond of psychics.”

“Warren Lucky,” he said sourly, “isn’t real
fond of anything or anyone.”

“I bet there’s a story behind that
remark.”

“Not one that I’d write.” He paused, swerved
into the right-hand lane. “Who would want to kill Anna?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. There’s
never been a murder in Hidden Lake. The last recorded crime was
decades ago, when old man Foreston’s Edsel was stolen.”

“Foreston,” he said quietly, nodding. “Yeah.
There weren’t many psychics here then.”

If Anna as a psychic figured in her murder,
then it was possible that an irate client had killed her. Or a
religious freak who believed psychics were in cahoots with the
devil. Or maybe someone in Hidden Lake who resented the psychics.
There were plenty of old-timers in town who felt the proliferation
of psychics had marred Hidden Lake, tainted the quality of life in
the town by drawing too much attention from the media and too many
curious strangers. But at this point it was just as likely that
psychic stuff had nothing to do with the murder. Deirdre realized
her toughest impediment would be Anna’s penchant for privacy. She’d
erected a shield around her life which had excluded everyone, even
Deirdre, to one degree or another. She made a mental note to go
through the house later, maybe this evening.

“Was Anna any good as a psychic?” Whitaker
asked.

“I guess so. Her list of clients reads like a
page out of Who’s Who in South Florida.”

“You mean you never went to her for a
reading?”

“Look, I didn’t move here because of
psychics. I happen to like the seclusion, the lake.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean…

She knuckled an eye. Lighten up, girl.
“Anna wouldn’t read for her friends. Besides, I knew her primarily
as a teacher.”

“A teacher of what?”

“Psychic development.”

As soon as she’d said it, she wished she
hadn’t. It sounded so…well, stupid, even if what had prompted it
was not. She could hear the echo of Moody’s derisive laughter:
You’re studying what? And her ex-husband’s maddeningly
patient voice, reiterating the scientific evidence against the
existence of paranormal phenomena. It’s all bullshit, Dee, a rip
off.

But Whitaker’s only response was “Oh,” then
he turned his attention back to the road. She kept waiting for him
to prod, pass judgment, laugh, something. But he seemed to forget
she was even there. She decided that maybe he wasn’t so bad after
all.

 



Chapter 3

At the Lab

She liked Karl
Jaworski on sight. He was short and thin and wore wire-rimmed
aviator glasses that magnified his eyes so they looked like plump
navy-blue grapes. His white lab coat, thrown over jeans and a red
checkered shirt, bore a coffee stain on the pocket shaped like
South America. She figured he was in his early forties.

Like him, his office was pleasantly
disheveled. The wire basket he tapped with the edge of his pencil
brimmed with papers and folders and the overflow had been stacked
haphazardly on the top of the bookshelf. A crop of dust had
sprouted around the messy piles and on either side of the
coffeemaker. Although he was a medical doctor and also held a Ph.D.
in parapsychology, there were no framed degrees on his walls. His
computer was dusty, too, as though he rarely used it.

After they’d settled down with coffee,
Jaworski asked Deirdre if she knew anything at all about Lukas.

“We both live in Hidden Lake, so I’ve met
him. But I don’t know him well. I understand he saw something
related to Anna’s murder?”

“Not something. He saw the murder.
Clairvoyantly. It wasn’t until he came to earlier this morning that
he told me who had been killed. That was when I called the
police.”

“What kind of experiment were you doing?”
Whitaker asked.

Jaworski’s thin fingers laced together.
“Nothing different from what we’ve been doing for the last six
months. Gary’s just one of a handful of psychics I’ve been testing
since the university started this program two years ago, as an
adjunct to the psychology division. We test for everything from ESP
to precognition and clairvoyance to telekinesis. In
theory, we all have the ability—knowing who’s calling before you
pick up the phone, sensing when a friend is in trouble, that sort
of thing. But like with any talent, some of us are more adept.”

“Like Gary,” Deirdre said.

“Yes. He has an exceptional talent for
clairvoyance, for seeing and sensing events at a distance. He’s
also an empath, which means he can feel what you feel. Pain,
trauma, horror, triumph, whatever. Any strong emotion. That’s what
happened last night. He became Anna Lemont’s killer.”

The rational side of her wanted to laugh. But
on another level, her heart fluttered, her blood raced. “Became?”
she repeated.

“Yes. In a sense. It’s on tape. It’s…well,
most unsettling. I’ve never had anything like this happen before.
He describes the weight of the brick in his hand, the dead duck,
how he broke into the house, the murder.” He hesitated, looked at
Deirdre. “Was she bludgeoned to death?”

“Yes.”

“Was there a dead duck?”

She nodded. “But I’d appreciate it if you
kept that to yourself, Dr. Jaworski.”

“Certainly. I, uh, made a copy of the tape,
which I think you should listen to. It might provide you with
clues, leads, details you don’t have.”

“Does he know who killed her?” Deirdre asked
hopefully.

“I’m afraid not. Gary passed out last night,
from the trauma, I think. I admitted him to the clinic for
observation.” Jaworski paused, made a small sound like a sigh. “The
problem with testing psychic phenomena is its unpredictability.
What holds true with one person may not hold true with another. And
of course, that’s part of the reason the field is rife with fraud
and has received such negative press. Science requires experiments
to be repeatable and that doesn’t work well with PSI. Lukas’
experience was impressive, but he may never tune into another
murder again or anything like it.”

“Could we see him?” Whitaker asked.

“Sure. But don’t expect too much. Like I
said, he’s been through a trauma which the three of us can’t even
begin to imagine.”

The clinic was connected to the lab by an
outdoor corridor walled on both sides with vine-covered trellises.
A cool breeze feathered the leaves. The redolent scent of roses
perfumed the air. But the tranquility did nothing to ease the
spasms of apprehension tightening the skin across Deirdre’s skull,
as though the bones were growing. She could hear Moody now.
You’re looking for clues from that psycho? What’s wrong with you
anyway?

Just thinking about it angered her. After
all, a number of the detectives she knew used psychics from time to
time; they just didn’t talk about it.

They entered a solarium, where a plump little
man on black slacks and a black shirt stood at the window, his back
to them. His dark curly hair was shot through with light from the
window. As he turned, he smiled with distraction and deep lines
bracketed his mouth. His face, she thought, was one of excess,
where every emotion had left its imprint.

“I think you know Detective O’Malley, Gary.
This is Eric Whitaker. He’s doing a story on Hidden Lake.”

Lukas’ tea-colored eyes, puffy and pinched,
seemed to come unfocused, as if a haze lay over his perceptions. He
reminded her of Rip Van Winkle, sleepy and displaced, and didn’t
seem to remember who she was. Then recognition flickered in his
eyes. “Dear-dree,” he said, and she smiled at the pronunciation.
“Hi.” His gaze slid toward Whitaker. Some stray emotion roamed
across his face. “You’re the magazine writer who had an interview
with Anna this morning. She mentioned you the other day.”

Whitaker nodded.

“I’d like to ask you some questions about
what you saw last night, Gary,” Deirdre began. “If you feel up to
it.” She pulled a notebook from her purse. Even though she had her
iPad with her, she could write faster than she could type on the
iPad.

“Up to it. I guess I’m as up to it as I’ll
ever be.”

Jaworski said he’d be outside, and left.

Lukas settled heavily in the chair near the
window and Whitaker and Deirdre sat on either side of him, in
matching brown leather chairs. “Did you have any sense at all of
the killer’s gender?” she asked.

“No.” His plump hand patted his shirt pocket
and brought out a tattered pack of cigarettes. “It doesn’t work
like that. The killer wasn’t thinking in terms of gender. The
thought patterns were intent on murder. On revenge. Yeah, vengeance
was definitely a factor. Anna knew the person.”

“Most everyone in town knew who she was.”

Lukas lit a cigarette. “No, I mean the person
knew her. Not of her. I suppose Val Barker was around,
huh.”

“How’d you know that?” Whitaker asked.

His smile dimpled his plump cheeks. “You
don’t have to be psychic to figure out that Val’ll do almost
anything for free publicity.”

“Is there anything else you can tell me,
Gary? Any other impression you had that might give us a clue?”

“I don’t know if this is a clue or not, but
there seems to be some sort of shield around the person.”

“What do you mean, a shield?” Deirdre
asked.

A diaphanous film of smoke floated around
Lukas’ head. “I’m not sure. All I know is that this morning when I
tried to pick up something psychically about the person, I
couldn’t. All I got was a blank wall. Have you talked to Dan
Zeller?”

“Who’s he?” Whitaker asked.

“A pompous ass Anna had been dating for a
couple of years.”

Deirdre said, “He’s out of town.”

“Figures. What about Anna’s family?”

“As far as I know, her folks are dead. She’s
an only child,” Deirdre replied.

Lukas stabbed out the cigarette and
dry-washed his face with his hands. “Look, I think you should
listen to the tape. You’ll probably get more from that than you
will from me. I’m not sure I could tune into this person again even
if I wanted to. You’ve got a sick pup on your hands and for a while
there last night, I didn’t think I was going to be able to get
out.”

Whitaker asked, “Out of what?”

“The killer.”

“Ah, okay.” Whitaker smiled and Lukas gazed
at him a moment, then grinned. It deepened the brackets at his
mouth and brought some quality to his face that made Deirdre think
of Dudley Moore.

“You think it’s horseshit, huh, Eric.”

“I’m not sure what to think.”

Lukas laughed. “Good. It means you’ve got an
open mind tainted with skepticism. I love skeptics. Why don’t you
two come over to my place some night and I’ll fix spaghetti? I make
great spaghetti. I’ll have Lindsey over too. Ever met her daughter,
Riki? Or Brutus, her dog? Oh, man, now there’s a dog for you. He
eats buttons. I mean, he’ll see a button on
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