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      There it was again. A high-pitched buzz that tickled at my ears. The noises started last week, sometimes coming as a low rumble and at other times as more of a whine. The tickling was new. There was definitely something going on with my hearing that would require a professional opinion, but I was in the middle of an appointment and needed to concentrate. I shook my head to clear my thoughts and returned my attention to the problem at hand.

      Tasha, a pudgy bichon frisé decked out in a pink sweater with Kiss Me embroidered on the back, belched out a wave of chicken livers, hacked, and stared up at me with desperate, black eyes. She cocked her head and the matching bows tied around her ears jiggled.

      Though I billed myself as a pet psychic, I was actually a devoted pragmatist. Instead of hoping some spirit would flutter by and tell me why Fido was rolling in poop (because he likes it), my business relied on a healthy library of animal behavior books, common sense, and the inability of pet parents to spot the obvious. Like the fact that Tasha needed to lose half her body weight. I shouldn’t complain since it’s the source of my income, but how could people ignore blatant signs their pets were in distress?

      “What is she telling you?” my client asked. Mrs. Shropshire, a rail thin woman in her sixties, perched on the edge of a chintz covered couch, her hands clasped around her knees.

      “That she needs an antacid,” I snapped, unable to cover my disgust. I have the patience of a saint with animals, but my social skills are sorely lacking when I’m interacting with the human species.

      Mrs. Shropshire, still hoping to get a mystical solution to an obvious problem, valiantly ignored my comment. “But has she said anything about last week? She’s been listless since we missed playtime with her friends.”

      I took another look at the tiny diva, irritated that the owner could allow a cute bichon to turn into Jabba the Mutt.

      “This dog has been listless for longer than a week. If I tossed a ball across the room, her only hope of catching it would be if the ball rolled back.”

      Mrs. Shropshire scowled at me and gathered her pooch to her chest, grunting from the effort of picking up Tasha. She gave me a withering look and whispered in the dog’s ear, “Mommy loves you just as you are. I’ll buy you a new sweater. Would you like that?”

      As I watched this woman cuddle her gassy dog and shoot me admonishing glances, I remembered the advice of my Aunt Gertrude, aka Madame Guinevere, the woman who inspired my pseudo-mystical career choice.

      “Frances, if people wanted the truth, they’d see a priest. They come to us for hope, even if it’s a lie.” And come they did, bringing their hopes, their questions, and their cash, all to have their tarot cards read by Aunt Gertrude. Repeat business made up the bulk of her income. With my own bank account hovering around empty, I mustered up my happy voice and fought for the bichon’s waistline and my fifty bucks.

      “She’d really like a new wardrobe, but in a smaller size. Think how good she’ll look in a doggie jacket once she’s lost a few pounds.”

      Botox kept the woman’s forehead from wrinkling, but she radiated disappointment. A diet wasn’t half as exciting as finding out your pet was channeling your dead grandmother. She crossed her legs and laid an arm across her lap in a defensive posture. Did I mention I excel at reading body language? I decided to pull out the stops and give her what she wanted—a performance.

      After a subtle glance around the room, I found my prop—a mirrored door in the hallway next to the front door. Now to bring in my acting skills. I set my hand on Tasha’s head and closed my eyes. “She’s speaking to me,” I murmured. Since Tasha’s round body was being propped up by her owner, I could feel it when Mrs. Shropshire stiffened in excited anticipation of what the spirits had to say.

      “She’s telling me every time she walks out the front door, she sees her reflection. It makes her feel bad about herself.”

      “Reflection?” Mrs. Shropshire sucked in her breath. “The closet,” she whispered, and she turned to look at the mirror, just as I hoped she would.

      Pleased she had picked up on my hint so easily, I rewarded both my clients—Mrs. Shropshire with a smile and Tasha with a pat on the head.

      “Losing weight is all the rage,” I pointed out. “Even celebrities have books and shows about it. A vet could work up a special diet, just for Tasha. Something exclusive. And then you can dress her up properly.”

      Mrs. Shropshire tugged Tasha’s sweater down to cover her pudgy tummy. “Every woman likes to look her best, I suppose.”

      My stomach growled. All this talk about food had made me hungry. Mrs. Shropshire had laid out a bowl of crackers—a miserly serving, in my opinion—and the smell of cheese had been teasing me ever since I arrived. In fact, the minute I had stepped into the room, my gaze had zeroed in on those tiny squares of delight, which surprised me, as I had eaten lunch a little under an hour ago. Unable to resist any longer, I snatched a few. Tasha whined with envy.

      My client waved her hands about as if she had won the lottery. “Precious Pooch just opened up a branch at the mall! I could take Tasha there for her outfits!”

      “That’s right!” I had no idea about doggie fashions and cared less. I popped two crackers into my mouth. They were excellent, with just the right note of cheddar, so I grabbed another handful and emptied the bowl. Then I noticed Mrs. Shropshire’s odd expression.

      “Those are Tasha’s treats, dear.”

      I swallowed hard. “Eating her treats, um, helps me connect with her.” Funny, but knowing I had just chomped on dog biscuits didn’t stop me from wanting more. I dropped the remaining treats back in the bowl and wiped my fingers on my jeans, wondering what other surprises fate had for me today.

      Ever since I’d fooled around with the tarot cards last night, I’d been worried something bad was going to happen. Maybe I was reading too much into it. It’s not as if I believed in psychic phenomenon.

      Mrs. Shropshire brought me back around with her joyful whoop. “Tasha, we could get matching outfits. Would you like that, sweetie?”

      Tasha wagged her tail.

      “Wait until I tell Mildred. Her Mimi isn’t on an exclusive diet,” Mrs. Shropshire simpered. “I expect Tasha’s just more sensitive.”

      I accepted a check for fifty dollars and left confident I’d be hearing from Mildred. Pet owners are more competitive than a room full of stage mothers at an open call for the next Orphan Annie. As soon as Mildred heard about Tasha’s exclusive diet, I was certain her Mimi would require even more attention. Maybe a personalized diet and exercise program with a pedicure thrown in to keep the pooch’s spirits up.

      Back in the car, I scraped my tongue with a tissue and tried to convince myself the ingredients in dog treats couldn’t be worse than those in processed snacks. What in the heck was the matter with me? Tasha’s cheesy bits weren’t the only odd thing to happen recently.

      Over the last week, I’d been getting frequent headaches that had steadily increased in intensity. Then there was the noise. The humming came and went, but the pitch and volume were never the same. And I’m by no means a vegetarian, but I’d been craving meat. Lots of meat. Lots of bloody, undercooked meat. Maybe I had developed an iron deficiency. But that didn’t explain the peanut butter cravings. Or my new habit of sleeping with my dog Chauncey’s ball under my pillow. What can I say? It comforted me.

      My cell phone rang. I looked at the caller ID. It was my best friend, Penny Newcombe. I flipped the phone open.

      “I’ll kill you if you’re canceling tonight,” I said.

      “Why do you always assume it’s bad news?”

      “Because it usually is.”

      “Honestly, Frankie,” Penny chirped. Yes, my obsessively optimistic friend Penny had a tendency to chirp. “It’s a beautiful day, we’re healthy, young women⁠—”

      “Is this a long story?”

      “Short version? You have nothing to complain about.”

      “Then we’re still on for dinner?” I asked.

      “Absolutely,” Penny said. “I’m starved.”

      “Good. I’ve been dying to try the filet smothered in sautéed onions and blue cheese.”

      “I’m not canceling,” Penny hedged, “but there is a slight problem.”

      “What?” I tried to keep the panic out of my voice. Like my clients, the quickest way to my heart was through my stomach. I’d been looking forward to dining at La Hacienda Chop House ever since the restaurant had opened six months ago. Reservations were hard to come by and, once I’d booked a table for two, a day hadn’t passed without my dreaming of the stuffed mushroom appetizers or au gratin potatoes served in dainty side dishes.

      “The thing is, Ann’s daughter is sick. That leaves the new girl, Monica, waiting tables alone. If we eat at the Prickly Pear, I’ll at least be on hand in case Monica runs into problems.”

      Penny owned the Prickly Pear Bistro, a former bakery she’d turned into a successful eatery in downtown Wolf Creek, Arizona.

      “It will be a good learning experience for her,” I grumbled.

      Penny sounded shocked. “That wouldn’t be right.”

      “We eat at the Prickly Pear almost every day.” I’d moved on to whining.

      “It’s not a big deal. We will go to La Hacienda. Sooner than you think,” she added in a mysterious voice.

      “Fine. But you owe me.”

      “Can you make it earlier, before the dinner rush?”

      Penny was pushing her luck.

      “I’ll see what I can do. I have one last appointment in Fountain Hills. Since I no longer need to change for dinner,” I said with emphasis, “I’ll head straight there.”

      “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

      “It’s just as well,” I said. “I have a headache and my taste buds are acting up.”

      “Another headache?” Penny added a tsk-tsk. “Maybe you should see the eye doctor. You might need glasses.”

      “If they keep up, I will.”

      Satisfied, Penny hung up after singing out, “Have a good reading.”

      Because my best friend is the one person in the world under the delusion I actually have a psychic gift, I hadn’t mentioned anything, but I was nervous about my next appointment. It was the last opportunity for something to go terribly wrong, and I was certain accidentally eating dog treats wasn’t the source of the ominous feeling I’d carried around all day.

      Last night I’d been flipping the tarot cards. It was something I did to relax. I didn’t believe the cards could predict anything. Not like Aunt Gertrude’s clients. I thought of them as a way to pry information I already had in my brain out of my subconscious and into the open.

      At the end of each day, I’d ask aloud, “What does tomorrow hold for me?” And then I would pull a card and study it to see what thoughts came to mind.

      Last night I pulled the Death card.
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      Golden retrievers are typically happy-go-lucky dogs, playful and cheeky. Sandy would never win Best in Breed. He lay at the foot of a single bed in a barren bedroom, his face between his paws, his eyes trained on the doorway, and his tail motionless on the rug.

      A single chest of drawers was covered with a fine layer of dust except for a few clean areas that, from the shape of them, recently marked the spots of framed photographs and a vase. A distinct musky scent hung in the air. Maybe that’s what attracted the dog to this room, though it didn’t explain why he stayed or who he expected to come through the doorway. He reminded me of a child determined to catch sight of Santa Claus.

      “He won’t leave the room,” David Peters said, aiming an accusing glare at the dog.

      “I’ve moved his food in here,” Jennifer Peters added in a kinder voice, pointing to a full dish of kibble and an untouched bowl of water. “I’ve even tried to give him peanut butter, but he just won’t respond.” She gave a helpless shrug. “Peanut butter’s his favorite.”

      The Peters couple resembled the results of an ominously successful Aryan DNA experiment. They shared the same shade of blond hair down to the highlights, and their bronzed skin glowed even though March was too early in the year for a deep summer tan.

      As for physiques? Each could have stepped out of molds marked Adam and Eve. Even under his navy suit, I could tell David had a well-muscled body. Jennifer went with a lilac two-piece that tucked in at her slim waist and modestly attempted to conceal a spectacular bust line.

      As with all social engineering, perfection is not created out of thin air. One group benefits only to the detriment of another. The personality pool had paid dearly.

      “Is this going to take long?” David asked, checking his watch for the third time. He had the patience of a flea. “I’ve got to prep a client for an interview.”

      Jennifer perked up. “Which client?”

      “Angela Westerborough,” he said, naming a popular local author.

      Jennifer frowned. “Funny that Angie didn’t call. She’ll need me to do her makeup.”

      David put an arm around his wife’s shoulder and squeezed. “Angela’s going on television. They use professionals, Jen.”

      She swatted him, not quite playfully. “I am a professional.”

      He squeezed her again and looked over her head at me. “My wife is a Love My Face makeup representative. Sometimes my clients or their wives let her play around with their faces.”

      “It’s Love Your Face,” Jennifer corrected, shrugging off his arm. “And it’s not playing. Now, about Sandy?”

      I knew I’d have to reign in the cynicism with this pair. They would want their money’s worth, yet they seemed young and hip enough to not appreciate too much mystical talk. I’d have to feel my way to the best approach.

      When I stepped closer to the dog and crouched at his side, I stroked his soft fur and pointed out the drooping ears and listless tail.

      “He’s depressed.”

      David snorted. “That’s obvious.”

      So, I should push the performance up a notch. Sandy lifted his head to look at me, and a blue rubber ball rolled out from between his paws. My stomach clutched in an anxious knot, and my chest ached with sadness. I let out an “ooph.”

      “What is it?” Jennifer asked.

      Probably the cold pizza I’d had for breakfast, but out loud I said, “I’m connecting with him.”

      David Peters rolled his eyes and took a step back to disassociate himself from the reading. Okay. Back to the straightforward approach.

      I shook off the queasy feeling and cocked my head to one side. “He’s lonely, too, I think.”

      Though my eyes were on the dog, my mind was on my first impression of Jennifer and David Peters. David was obviously dressed for work “southwestern style” in his expensive suit accented with a bolo tie and cowboy boots. I would have to be careful with Jennifer. Her outfit looked like something she might wear to meet a client, but she could do most of her work over the internet or phone and simply walk around the house in her grown-up clothes.

      “You both spend a lot of time outside of the house.”

      I risked a peek and caught the guilty glance they exchanged. More confidently, I asked, “Is anyone home with Sandy during the day?”

      “I’m obviously out,” David said, “and Jennifer is hardly ever around with her client meetings and seminars.” He checked his watch. “In fact, I should get going.”

      “So, Sandy is alone all day?” I repeated this to emphasize I had been right.

      “For cripe’s sake. He’s a dog,” David grumbled.

      Jennifer Peters placed a hand on her husband’s shoulder and, with a backward glance at Sandy, led us to the living room. Judging by the décor (and the bolo and boots), David harbored aspirations to be a cowboy. On the high, flat ceiling, Pintos stampeded across the room in an intimidating mural that ended above a fireplace mantel overflowing with statues. There was John Wayne as Rooster Cogburn, both Will and Roy Rogers, and the Lone Ranger, pistol drawn. A barren spot marked the wall just over the mantel. David was probably holding out for an oil painting of Deputy Dog.

      “We had someone who looked after Sandy during the day,” Jennifer said, “but not anymore.”

      “That’s probably what it is,” I said. “Dogs get emotionally attached to their caregivers. In fact, I’m sure that’s what Sandy is telling us.”

      Now, for the grand solution. “There are several doggie day cares in the area. That should help cheer Sandy up.”

      “That’s it?” David crossed his arms in an argumentative stance. “What a rip-off.”

      “What exactly did you expect?” I asked.

      “I thought you were supposed to wow us with inside information directly from the dog.”

      “You wouldn’t want me to make something up just to make it more exciting, would you?” I pursed my lips to show my disapproval of such an unethical tactic—one I relied on regularly.

      “Isn’t that what you do, anyway?” He waved his hand toward Sandy. “It’s not as if you can actually read the dog’s mind.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest to match his pose. “Then why did you call me?”

      He jerked his chin toward Jennifer. “She insisted.”

      “David, honey.” Jennifer slid next to him and rubbed his back. “You’ve been so concerned about—about Sandy. Every day when you come home, you run in to check on him.” I caught a rising tension in her voice. “You keep asking and asking me what’s wrong with the dog. You just won’t leave it alone.” Jennifer caught herself and switched back to her sweet, Stepford Wife tone.

      “I thought a pet psychic might put your mind to rest. That’s all.” She beamed. “And now we know he’s lonely. I’m glad that’s all it is, aren’t you?” To me she said, “We’re so grateful to you. We can take him to daycare and he’ll be fine.” She brushed the hair from David’s forehead. “And you can forget about—things.”

      While she retrieved my windbreaker from the closet, David Peters handed over a crisp fifty-dollar bill, though he accompanied it with a side of grumbling. As he complained, his mouth continued to move, but the grumbling suddenly morphed into the roar of a train—the same sound I’d heard described by people who’d survived earthquakes. I looked up to see if the light fixtures were moving, which might be why I didn’t see it coming.

      A blow to my sternum sent me flying. As I landed hard on my back, my first thought was David had decided to hang on to his Grant and punch me instead, but he stood over me with the bill still clutched in his hand and his eyes open wide in shock.

      My head hurt where it connected with the floor, and the headache from the last few days pounded against my temples until I thought my head would burst.

      Jennifer Peters chose this moment to return with my jacket draped over her arm. “David! What have you done?”

      I clutched at the soft Berber carpeting and pulled myself to my hands and knees, rubbing the sore spot in the center of my chest. When the Peterses’ living room faded from sight, I froze.

      I was in a jungle, surrounded by diamond-shaped leaves. The foliage parted and revealed a youngish woman with long, curly black hair. She wasn’t a happy woman. I could tell because her eyes were open wide, and there was a gloved hand placed firmly over her mouth. She fought against her attacker, jerking her head side to side as she fought for her life. Yes, I knew she was fighting for her life. And as strange as it sounds, the letter “U” floated above her head.

      My nostrils burned from an assault of strong odors—chemical scents and roses, gardenias, and, oddly, vanilla. I could feel her panic, and as my chest tightened, I growled—a low, rumbling warning. My throat tightened, my muscles cramped, and I fought back the urge to scream. At least I thought I did. As the details faded, my mouth was open wide, and the room echoed with the remains of a dying shriek.

      “What is it?” Jennifer cried as I gasped in a deep breath to recover my wind. Her voice sounded far away. I had to blink a few times before the room came back into focus. Had I hit my head so hard I’d passed out and dreamed?

      “Water,” I croaked, still on my knees and stroking my neck to try to sooth the burn in my throat.

      While David pulled me to my feet and led me to the couch, Jennifer got a glass of water from the kitchen. My hands shook when I accepted it. As I emptied the glass, water dribbled down my chin and onto my lap. Jennifer’s gaze flickered toward the off-white carpet.

      “Do you, er, feel sick?”

      David offered to escort me to the bathroom.

      “Not necessary,” I assured him. I rubbed my forehead so hard I thought I might leave a mark.

      It probably wasn’t my finest professional moment, but when I looked up into their concerned faces, I couldn’t help but ask, “What in the hell was that?”
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      David Peters demanded to know what I’d seen. Since I was still on his dime, I reluctantly told them about the woman. I was still trying to take it in myself, so I left out the bit about the jungle and merely said she seemed to be in some kind of trouble.

      Jennifer’s eyes grew wide. “What do you mean, trouble?”

      “Um, maybe strangled?”

      David looked sick. Jennifer asked me to describe her, which I did.

      “Do you mean Margarita?” Jennifer asked.

      “She, uh, didn’t have any ID on her,” I muttered, clearly out of my depth.

      “And she was being strangled?” Jennifer’s voice rose an octave. “By who?”

      In answer, I could only shake my head.

      That’s when David regained his coloring, though he passed Caucasian beige and moved straight to fire-engine red. “I get it. This is part of your scam. I called you on your lousy performance and you decided to frighten my wife.”

      “With the description of a Hispanic woman I’ve never seen before?” I asked. Though I knew the scenario I’d just described sounded crazy, Aunt Gertrude had advised me to always back up what I said, no matter what. That was the only way to keep credibility.

      “Like that’s a stretch,” he sneered. “Most of the household help around here is Mexican. We said our maid no longer worked here, so you made a good guess with the description.”

      “The woman who watched Sandy was your maid,” I said. “Then you know where she went after she left your employment and you can call her and see if she’s all right. If she is, I’ll refund your money.” I rooted for a refund because I could still feel the woman’s terror.

      “We don’t know where she is,” Jennifer Peters said with a quick glance toward her husband. “She just disappeared one day.”

      I swallowed hard. “What do you mean—disappeared?”

      “She just took off, that’s all,” David said. “I asked her to change her day off from Wednesday to Thursday. She said she was fine with it, but apparently she was lying.”

      Jennifer picked up the story. “I came home from an appointment and the front door stood open. Sandy was on the porch wearing his leash. I thought it was odd she would take him for a walk on her day off, but when I didn’t find her inside…well, I didn’t know what to think.”

      “She left us, and she took my Remington with her,” David grumbled. “The most expensive piece in the house.”

      I didn’t even want to know what a maid would do with a shotgun. I told them it was none of my business, wished them a good day, and ran like hell. A white van with Hi Tide written in ocean-blue letters blocked my way out of the driveway. I was not going back in that house to look for the driver, so I plowed over the edge of the Peterses’ lawn to get around the obstacle.

      On my drive to the Prickly Pear Bistro, I went over every second of my appointment and came up with several explanations for what had happened. Even though I’d recently snacked on dog treats, I might have been a little hungry. All that crouching by the dog and standing up could have made me light-headed. Or maybe it was the dog treats! Maybe hallucinations were a side effect Canine Cuisine didn’t want to list on their packaging, mainly because they didn’t expect human beings to indulge in their cheddar cheese biscuits.

      Or maybe I’d passed out for a minute and dreamed it. I’d hit my head pretty hard. Or maybe David or Jennifer studied the art of hypnotism and were having a laugh at my expense. Those explanations were stupid, but anything sounded better than what I suspected—that I had actually seen something. Wouldn’t that be a laugh?

      I thought back to when I first stumbled on the idea of making money from gullible pet owners. Twelve years old at the time, I was bicycling over to Penny’s house when I saw Jimmy Simms standing in his front yard with a small cairn terrier at his feet. While the little nipper wagged his tail and waited for attention, Jimmy fawned over Mrs. Downing’s Labrador retriever. When the lady and dog continued on their walk, Jimmy turned away from his own dog and headed inside.

      “Hey!” I called out to him, skidding to a stop on the gravel shoulder in front of his house. “What a cute doggie.”

      I laid my bike on the grass and scratched the pup’s ears while it wiggled and snorted. The poor thing was starved for affection.

      “Cute,” Jimmy repeated with disgust. “You want him?”

      I looked at the great big Labrador and then down at the petite Cairn. It seemed to me Jimmy wished he had a larger dog, and it didn’t seem fair the Cairn should be neglected just because he wasn’t the size of a Boxer.

      I’d watched Auntie ply her craft on gullible clients long enough to know three-fourths of the trick was showmanship, so I placed my hands on the dog’s head and whispered, “He’s telling me something.”

      Jimmy edged closer, curious, though his voice held scorn. “Dogs can’t talk.” Everyone knew what Auntie did for a living. I think part of him wanted to believe I had her gift.

      “I was a golden retriever in my last life,” I said in a hypnotic voice. “It sucks being small. I need you to teach me some tricks, so I can feel better about my size.”

      Jimmy never looked at his dog the same way, and they wound up capturing first prize in the Performing Pets competition later the same year. That’s when I knew I was onto a very easy way to make a living. That’s also how I know I’m not psychic. I made up the bit about the golden retriever.

      It wasn’t possible I’d seen something. My talent lay in my ability to cold read people. I threw out questions and watched the body language and went where it led me, just like Aunt Gertrude.

      I turned my car onto Main Street and slowed down to find a parking space. When I’d moved here a year ago, Wolf Creek was just starting to recover from an economic slump. Many of the shop windows had been empty and boarded. Penny had lured me here by referring to the town’s slump as “an opportunity.” And I had personal reasons for wanting to get out of Wisconsin.

      Nestled on a dried creek bed between the Phoenix suburbs of Hidden Hills and Fountain Hills, the town’s economy rebounded due to Wolf Creek’s proximity to gorgeous desert scenery. The natural beauty and cheap rental prices lured budding artists to the area. We were now infested with creative types. I drove past a bead store, a photography studio, and saddle-maker before I found a parking spot.

      The regular customers of the Prickly Pear were already sitting at the round tables and booths decorated in various shades of rosy pink, bright yellow, and green—the colors of the restaurant’s cactus namesake. Local artists competed to decorate the walls. Each painting included a tiny price tag on the frame to encourage diners to carry one home along with their doggie bag.

      Our usual booth sat under a brilliant sunset in watercolors captured by a local teenager, and as I made my way across the room, I hurried past a few familiar faces without stopping to say hello. My mind was still on the Peterses’ appointment. I took a seat and waited for Penny to finish up in the kitchen. She kept a selection of California wines on hand for the dinner menu, and I swallowed the last of my second glass by the time she joined me.

      “Whoa there.” Penny held up a hand. “Did you even taste that?”

      I grimaced, sorry I’d maligned such an excellent Zinfandel. “I’m a little bit stressed.”

      “Two glasses of wine will fix that,” Penny said as she sat down. “Not.”

      “Today’s been weird,” I said.

      “I guess weird is a relative term,” she said, placing a finger on her chin. “Your entire life is unusual by most standards. I mean, most people couldn’t imagine communicating with animals.” She sighed with a tinge of envy. “I guess it just runs in the family.” She leaned forward, her voice and expression earnest. “If it hadn’t been for your Aunt Gertrude, my mother would still be with my jerk of a dad. She never would have met Larry.”

      Aunt Gertrude had seen Mr. Newcombe fawning all over a floozy during an afternoon showing of The Apple Dumpling Gang Rides Again. When Penny’s mom popped in a few days later to get her cards read, Auntie jumped on the chance to reveal John Newcombe’s dalliances, using the cards, of course. With her eyes freshly opened by Auntie’s interpretation of a complex Movement in Relationships Spread, it didn’t take long before Judy Newcombe caught her husband in the act. She got a nice settlement from the divorce, and a few years later met and married her current husband, Penny’s adored stepfather. I couldn’t bring myself to tell Penny the truth. Necking during The Apple Dumpling Gang? She’d never recover from the embarrassment.

      “Forget Aunt Gertrude.”

      Penny stopped smiling and tilted her head. “Something’s really bugging you. What is it?”

      “Just the usual,” I lied. “My last client accused me of being a fraud.”

      Penny laughed. “If he only knew. Maybe I should tell him how you predicted Maybelle would have a girl foal.”

      I was twelve, I had a fifty-fifty chance of being right, and I had wanted Penny’s dollar.

      “Not to mention how you knew Muffin was pregnant.”

      I had seen Penny’s cat having a tryst with the Rawley’s tom in an alley, and Penny had another dollar.

      “And Hector.”

      Hector. Hector the beagle was the reason I could never, ever tell Penny I was a fake. The poor thing was sixteen years old, blind, deaf, and afraid to move lest he run into things. The animal practically held up a gun and begged every passerby to put him out of his misery, but how could I tell Penny that Hector hadn’t actually said he heard his mother calling and needed “the sleepy shot” to go join her? I remained silent.

      “You have a gift,” she said, victorious.

      “I have a headache.” My response was automatic, since I’d been suffering from nearly nonstop temple-throbbing all week, but my head actually felt clear, almost airy. I did have a sore spot on the back of my skull. I ran my fingers over it. “I really hit my head when I fell.”

      “Fell?”

      “Something unusual happened at my last appointment,” I said with reluctance.

      “Unusual for a pet psychic?” Penny was impressed. “You heard voices?” She gasped. “The animal actually spoke out loud!”

      “No!” I wanted to head that idea off before Penny started asking me to interpret for every dog that barked. “Nothing like that. It’s—it’s like I had a dream.”

      Penny narrowed her eyes. “You never told me you had visions.” Actually, I steered the conversation away from my “talents” whenever possible. I felt better if I didn’t straight-out lie to my friend, though I knew Penny felt slighted I didn’t share more with her.

      “It wasn’t a vision,” I said, sticking firmly to my belief the episode had a boring, normal explanation.

      Penny looked out the window and bit her lower lip. “I don’t know why you never open up to me about your gift. It’s not as if you can’t trust me.” Great. I’d hurt her feelings.

      “It was more like a hallucination.” I looked at my empty wine glass. “Isn’t there some condition that affects you as if you’re drunk? I remember a story about people getting pulled over and cited for drunk driving, but they hadn’t been drinking. Drunks hallucinate, don’t they?”

      “You don’t have the disease of the week,” Penny said. “So, what did you see?”

      “There was this woman, and…” I hesitated. Now that I was out of the Peterses’ house and in the Prickly Pear surrounded by cheerful diners, colorful tablecloths, and my best friend, the whole thing sounded ridiculous.

      “Yes?” Penny prodded.

      “And it looked like she was being strangled.”

      Penny’s forehead wrinkled. “Strangled by the dog?”

      “Dogs don’t have opposable thumbs,” I said and, remembering a small detail from my vision, added, “And they don’t wear gloves.”

      “So, you were watching it happen from the dog’s point of view?”

      That would make sense…if I was psychic.

      “Anything else?”

      I hesitated again. “It looked as if it was taking place in a jungle.”

      “Jungle?” Penny repeated.

      “I know,” I said, shaking my head. “It sounds like a bad Tarzan film.”

      “Who was she? And who strangled her?”

      “I think she may have been the Peterses’ maid, but I didn’t see who was doing the strangling.”

      She held up a hand and repeated their name.

      “Peters. Wasn’t your appointment in Fountain Hills?” She gasped and clutched my arm. “Don’t tell me it was the David Peters. He and his wife look like the Bobbsey Twins all grown up?” When I confirmed this, she squealed. “He’s Peters Productions! He does all the major fundraising and publicity in Phoenix. He rubs elbows with politicians and celebrities.” She got a pensive look. “He could do wonders for your career.”

      “Except he thinks I’m a lunatic, and with good reason.”

      “I’m sure he believed in you.” Penny said this with the same certainty she would have had David been five and I the Easter Bunny. “And once we get some referrals from him and line up some high-profile clients, you’ll have to turn people away. This is so great! You’ve been complaining about your lack of business lately and look! Problem solved.” She frowned. “I’m sorry. I got sidetracked. Now about the maid.”

      “I don’t know for certain who the woman was,” I said. “I just know she’s dead.”

      Penny shook her head and I could feel a lesson in positive thinking skipping toward me. “Did you actually see her die?”

      “Well, no,” I admitted. “No, I didn’t. That’s a great point.” I blew out a huff of air. “I’ve been getting worked up over some crazy scenario I imagined.” The most likely explanation was I had jogged some sense memory at the Peterses’ house and brought up a vision of something I’d recently seen.

      Was it something on the world news? Television was a definite possibility. Nowadays, even children’s shows contain violence. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn the latest superheroes were murdering the villains in cold blood. Then it hit me.

      I laughed out loud with relief. “Rambo.”

      Unable to sleep, I’d sedated myself with a classics channel. Apparently Rambo 3—or was it 4?—ranked up there with It Happened One Night and Twelve Angry Men. The latest Rambo film took place in a jungle. A woman was abducted. Though she was a blond, I’d probably just substituted the image from a photograph I’d seen in the Peterses’ house or some dark-haired woman I’d passed on the street.

      “It’s over,” I sighed, happy to have found a common-sense solution. Then I pulled down my bottom lip like John Rambo and repeated a line from the film. “It ain’t ever over!”

      “What are you going on about?”

      “I just figured out what I saw, and there wasn’t a murder.”

      I waited while Monica set down our plates. We always dined on the special when we ate at the Prickly Pear. Today it was garlic roasted chicken with a side of Spanish rice and peas.

      “Why not?” Penny asked as soon as Monica was out of earshot.

      “For one thing, there’s no body. As self-involved as they are, I think the Peterses would have noticed a dead maid on their kitchen floor.”

      “But what if she was kidnapped?”

      “There would still be a body. Somebody would have discovered it by now. You can’t snatch a girl in broad daylight and bury her corpse without anyone noticing.”

      “Frankie,” Penny said, motioning toward the window. “We’re surrounded by desert.”

      “The accessible desert is along the highway. Assuming a killer would use the cover of darkness to hide his evil deed, he would still have to transport the body by car. There’s enough traffic someone would have noticed a car driving off-road in the desert.”

      “Maybe.” She didn’t sound convinced.

      “At the very least, we’d see crows circling above the body, not to mention⁠—”

      “Yuck.” Penny set down her fork.

      I apologized for being graphic—according to Penny’s standards—and we agreed to drop it. We ate in companionable silence until Penny casually mentioned, “I signed you up to do a little something at the Pet Expo this weekend.” She ducked her head.

      “Define a little something.”

      “They have a panel of animal psychics and there’s been a cancelation. The organizer of the panel is a school mate of Monica’s. She begged me to sign you up, so I did.”

      I gasped so hard I started choking. “Are you insane?”

      “I don’t see the problem,” she said. “You’re not afraid of public speaking, are you?”

      “The Wolf Creek Gazette will probably cover the event. They’ll probably research the participants. Why don’t I hand out copies of Jeff’s exposé?”

      Jeff had been my boyfriend in Wisconsin. He’d offered to assist a cub reporter who was stacked like a brick house to write an exposé about fraudsters—featuring me. He’d supplied her with quotes, things I’d told him in private about how cold reading worked. Think a pet psychic can read your dog’s mind? Our own reporter Buffy Beamont blows the lid off of fraudsters and fakes. Once the article had come out, let’s just say I would have been lucky to get a job reading a ten-year-old’s cat in exchange for a SweeTart. When Penny said how much she loved Wolf Creek, I was ready to move.

      Penny made a clucking noise, like a disappointed mother hen. “You’ve got to get over what happened last year. I’m sure the karma gremlins will ruin Jeff’s life and order will be restored to the universe, but until then, you’ve got to let it go. You deserve success. To be successful, you need publicity.”

      With a wave of her hand, she dismissed the event that had driven me out of Wisconsin and into a state that considered a puddle a Great Lake. She hadn’t suffered public humiliation. Even my parents had stopped answering the phone and took to wearing sunglasses and hats everywhere.

      “Jeff lied.” Penny fluffed him off like a gnat.

      “He betrayed me, but he didn’t lie. I said those things. He just took them out of context.”

      “Then you should be fine doing the Expo. It will give you the chance to set the record straight by doing what you do best.”

      I grabbed her hand and yanked her forward. “You don’t get it. People who do what I do should never brag.” Aunt Gertrude stressed that one. As soon as you get cocky, someone will come along, knock you off your high horse, and step on your face. “Word of mouth is fine. One on one is fine. Giant posters that make promises—not fine.”

      She held up her free hand to stop my protests. “This gig is really nothing. You’re a set decoration, that’s all. The local representative, if you will. The big draw is Devine.”

      My heart stopped. “I’m not sharing the stage with a woman who’s been on the cover of Newsweek and People magazine. She has her own show on cable, for crying out loud.”

      “Kibble Talk.” Penny nodded. “I’ve seen it. She’s good.”

      I’d watched the show and seen Devine manipulate people and make broad statements that her audience accepted with awe. She was a bigger fake than I was, but she was a polished fake and one of the best cold readers I’d ever seen. “She’s an attention whore. If she thinks I stink, she’ll make fun of me, so she can look better. If she thinks I’m good, she’ll try to make me look like an idiot.”

      Penny snorted. “Get over yourself. No one will even know you’re there. They’ll all be there to see the famous lady.”

      “I’m not doing it.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “You can’t make me.” We had dissolved back into our teenage banter.

      “Fine,” Penny said, letting out an unsteady breath. “They’ll probably sue me for breach of contract. I’ll lose the business.” She rubbed the tablecloth as if she were saying goodbye to her best friend.

      “Did you sign a contract?” I asked.

      “There’s such a thing as a verbal agreement,” she said. She wiped her eyes. “At the very least, I’ll have to let Monica go at the end of her shift.”

      My glance shot over to the corner of the room where the young waitress joked around with a customer’s toddler, her brunette ponytail bobbing as she laughed.

      “Why?”

      “Because I told them you’d do it and so they’ve already made hundreds of flyers—probably thousands—and placed the ads, and done up the name tags and posters and… I’ll have to reimburse them.”

      “I can’t believe a couple of flyers cost that much, and if they’re for the Expo, then they probably include a lot of other information. Nobody will even notice my name.”

      She chewed on her upper lip. “But these flyers were made specifically for your event. And they used photographs. It’s much more expensive to run off flyers using color ink.”

      “Oh, that’s terrible,” I said, placing my hand on my cheek in mock horror. Penny nodded agreement with a mournful expression. I narrowed my eyes. “And how did they get my picture?”

      Penny sailed right by the question and moaned. “I won’t be able to afford two waitresses.” She rubbed her stomach. “I wonder if I can still fit in my old uniform, in case I have to let Ann go, too. I shouldn’t have made a promise for you,” she said mournfully. “I’m completely responsible. The additional advertising costs are my fault. I have to take responsibility.”

      Monica wandered up to our table and asked if we needed anything. I declined for both of us and watched her walk back behind the counter.

      “She’s paying for college herself,” Penny whispered.

      I could envision that young, happy girl growing older and older behind a dime store cash register (since that’s the only job she’d get, now that she couldn’t afford college), never taking classes, never moving out of her parent’s basement (even though I had no idea where she lived). She’d be seventy years old when her arthritic arms would drop a customer’s glass ashtray and she’d smile sweetly, go back home to her parent’s basement (they’d be ninety by now) and hang herself. It would be my fault. Not that I believed Penny, but I felt guilty anyway, which is all Penny was after.

      “Fine. But never sign me up for something without checking with me. Deal?”

      She broke into her crooked grin a tad too quickly. “Deal.” She slid a folder across the table and told me to complete the enclosed forms by tomorrow morning. “And I have some good news.” The words came out in a singsong, and Penny had that fanatical gleam in her eyes that meant one thing. She wanted to fix me up.

      “Remember Mrs. O’Reilly?”

      “Yes.” She had owned a quilt shop two doors down until her retirement three months ago. I’d seen contractors bustling in and out of the space over the last few weeks.

      “Guess who moved in?”

      “You’re not really going to make me guess, are you?” I hadn’t noticed any new signage.

      “A doggie day care and trainer!” Penny threw open her hands as if she’d just tossed me the grand prize. “His name is Seamus McGuire. He’s five foot ten, has hazel eyes and auburn hair, and he’s the nicest man. He’s perfect for you!”

      “From that description I’d be dating my twin.”

      “There’s nothing girlish about Seamus,” she said.

      “I’m not looking for a date.”

      As usual, she ignored me. “Not only will you enjoy each other’s company, but you could refer business to each other. It’s perfect.” Her gaze flitted toward the hallway that led to the restrooms and the back entrance to my store. “We need to get a move on your space.”

      Actually, I had no intention of cleaning up my space, an extra room off of the Prickly Pear Penny insisted I needed to have if I wanted to operate a respectable business. I hadn’t touched the place since she had handed me the keys one year ago. The act of setting up a business address seemed a direct challenge to karma. In a blink, I’d be a target for the Better Business Bureau. I also feared crazy people stumbling in and demanding I read their ant farms. Or worse, their dead pets.

      “You’ve really pushed your luck to the limit today,” I said, getting up.

      She grinned. “Not yet I haven’t. Wait right here.” She scurried behind the counter and rummaged through something under the cash register. She returned with a handful of newspapers, which she held up as she slid into the booth. “Last week’s papers from the recycle bin. I’m going to put your mind at rest. When did you say the maid left the Peterses’ employment?”

      I sat back down and slumped, my head on the table. “Let it go.”

      “You know I can’t,” she sang out like a demented Mary Poppins.

      “A week ago, so it must have been Wednesday.” I sighed, knowing it was hopeless to argue. Penny considered negative information her personal nemesis, and her need to render it harmless was a compulsion. I knew what she was doing. She was searching the papers to verify nothing odd had happened in the past week. Once she accomplished her goal, she’d be able to wave it in front of my face as one more proof I should walk through life in a perpetual state of happiness instead of as my usual cynical self. I was her pet project.

      “Oh.” That one word, quietly spoken, sent chills up my spine. “It might not be the same person,” she offered as she pushed Friday’s paper across the table and pointed at a small caption.

      Body of Jane Doe Discovered in Desert.

      Crap.
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      A few miles outside of downtown Wolf Creek, I turned onto Arrowhead Drive and parked my car in the driveway of a beige stucco ranch set on a strip of land overlooking the namesake creek. Recent rains had brought out the wildflowers that lined the dip, and in the setting March sun, sporadic patches of wild grass pushed up between the rocks and spread out in feathery shadows.

      There was a note taped to my front door. I carefully peeled it off. Someone needed a penmanship class. The crooked scrawl was barely legible, but after some deciphering, I made out the contents. I’m watching you!

      Watching me? Watching me do what? I surveyed the street. My neighbor’s beat up Ford Escalade was parked in front of his house. Across the street, a cat leapt onto the brick wall and flicked her tail. There weren’t a lot of trees or bushes to hide behind. A few houses down, a black car was parked facing my direction. I squinted and tried to see if anyone was in the driver’s seat, but the car appeared to be empty. Was that car usually parked there at night? I couldn’t remember. With a creepy feeling in the pit of my stomach, I hurried inside and locked the door behind me.

      “I’m home!”

      A few feet inside the living room, I stopped. A low rumble vibrated through the house, similar to the train-like noise I’d heard in the Peterses’ home, but quieter. I braced myself against the doorframe, waiting to feel the same punch that had sent me flying onto the Peterses’ luxury carpet. Nothing happened.

      As hard as I listened, I couldn’t pin the noise down to a source, so I let go of the doorframe and stepped back into the room. Goosebumps popped up on my arms.

      A solid, ginger mutt glanced up from his position on the couch, but he didn’t move his eighty pounds to greet me. I’d rescued Chauncey from a local shelter three months ago. Rescued animals usually brought baggage with them, but Chauncey had an entire set of luggage.

      “Off,” I commanded. He stretched his mouth into a gigantic yawn.

      Emily was a different story. The black-and-white long-haired cat had shown up on my doorstep one morning and adopted me. I couldn’t just leave her outdoors to fend for herself, and she was awfully cute. So, I brought her inside. She seemed to regard me as useful. I fed her and stroked her fur on demand.

      She leaped onto the windowsill and purred. The rumbling noise escalated into a screech, but when I covered my ears and shook my head, it settled back into a steady hum.

      Animals were supposed to sense danger. Couldn’t they forecast earthquakes and tsunamis? Neither pet seemed stressed, especially not Chauncey, who lolled his head over the edge of the couch as he released a steady stream of gas.

      After putting my ear to every appliance I owned, I wondered if I needed a checkup. Chauncey and Emily didn’t seem to notice anything. Neither had David Peters.

      As I tossed some kibble into the food bowls, I realized how much my small home reminded me of my shop. I’d have to get around to decorating someday. The furniture was the same used stuff I’d bought to fill my first apartment—mismatched garage sale finds except for a blue and white checkered couch donated by my parents. I grabbed a glass of Pinot Noir and the envelope Penny had given me for the Pet Expo. Set decoration or not, I didn’t want to be unprepared.

      The first few lines on the form requested my bio, qualifications, and experience. Qualifications stumped me, because as far as I knew, there wasn’t a college degree available in Animal Communications and no handy internship program ready to accept eager mediums. I moved on to experience.

      So far in my career, I had cold read the owners and used insights gained from studying animal behavior to make up my revelations. Read: fake. I finally jotted down something vague about having read animals since I was a child after inheriting the gift from my aunt.

      A few more half-truths and the paperwork was ready to go. I finished my wine, left my glass by the sink, and crawled into bed. The buzz in my head hadn’t stopped, but it seemed bearable with the added buzz from the wine.

      I hesitated before picking up my deck of cards from the nightstand, still stinging from the appearance of the Death card. I knew the card also represented new beginnings, but that didn’t sooth my dread at the appearance of a skeleton wielding a sickle. Not a happy image.

      Closing my eyes, I shuffled the deck and asked aloud, “What will tomorrow bring?” I changed my mind three times before I finally picked a card. I slowly opened my eyes, fearing I had again pulled the harbinger of death. Instead, staring back at me with his taunting smirk was The Fool.
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      When my front doorbell rang the next morning, I thought about ignoring the persistent jangle. Penny saw me for breakfast every day at the Prickly Pear, and I couldn’t think of any other possible social drop-ins. Besides, I wasn’t fit for company.

      The gentle on-and-off hum of yesterday had been replaced by a steady vibration that rattled my teeth. I hadn’t slept because of the noise in my head and because Chauncey and Emily had fought over prime real estate on my bed.

      The bell rang again, and I cursed every door-to-door salesman ever born, but when I parted the front room curtains and peeked out, the man on my front porch didn’t look in the mood to sell me carpet cleaning services. I left the chain on and cracked the door.

      “Yes?”

      The man held his badge up to the small space and let me look, but I had such trouble focusing my vision, he finally barked out, “Detective Martin Bowers with the Wolf Creek Police Department. Could I have a word with you?”

      “Of course,” I said, because how else can you respond to a request from the police? I closed the door in order to take off the chain and then swung it open and shuffled away, rubbing my temples. I couldn’t hear myself think. I needed coffee. I needed an aspirin. I needed to lie down again.

      My protector, Chauncey, slipped behind the couch and watched the detective with interest, while Emily leapt onto the coffee table and paraded up and down like a brazen street walker, demanding attention with loud yowls. The buzzing in my head intensified. I winced.

      Detective Bowers could have stepped off a billboard advertising executive golf vacations for exhausted men. Dressed in a black blazer, white shirt, khaki slacks, and loafers, he was tall and lean, late thirties, with wavy dark hair. The circles under his blue eyes went nicely with the deep creases edging them. He looked like I felt.

      “Ms. Chandler? The pet psychic?”

      Bowers did his own quick appraisal of me and seemed unable to reconcile a pet psychic with a youngish woman in a fitted pink t-shirt and floral pajama bottoms. I got the impression he expected an old hag in gypsy rags and thought my roommates should be a goat, some chickens, and maybe a duck.

      I motioned him toward the couch with a warning. “You might want to remove your jacket.” His responding look suggested I had offered to sacrifice his entrails in a black magic ceremony, so I scratched my nails against the couch and showed him the wad of fur. “Dog and cat hairs.”

      He ignored my attempt at niceties and merely unbuttoned his blazer before he sat on the couch. I took the lone chair. He flipped open a small notebook and clicked his pen, emitting a powerful aura of seriousness.

      “I understand people hire you to communicate with their animals.”

      He waited for a response, so I nodded. The motion hurt, and I promised my head I wouldn’t do that again.

      “And you had a—I believe it’s called a reading—with Mr. and Mrs. David Peters on Wednesday, March 2nd?”

      “You mean yesterday.” I could tell from his flinch I’d shouted to be heard over the noise in my head, which, of course, he couldn’t hear. “Yes,” I said in a quieter voice.

      “And could you tell me what this reading entailed?”

      “Why don’t you ask David or Jennifer Peters?” I hedged. Had David Peters filed a complaint?

      “I’ve already talked to Mr. and Mrs. Peters. Now I want to talk to you.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and rubbed my temples again.

      Detective Bowers sniffed the air and leaned forward to get a better look at me. “Are you sober?”

      I let my hands drop. “I wish this was a hangover, because then I’d be certain it would go away in a few hours.”

      “Drugs?” He shot forward, and I recoiled until I hit the chair’s headrest. He peered in my eyes, sniffed my breath for good measure and asked, “Are you under a psychiatrist’s care? Or on any medications?”

      “No,” I said, offended. My temples throbbed. I thought about getting an aspirin, but if I disappeared into the bathroom, I thought he might follow me to make sure I wasn’t getting rid of evidence.

      “Ms. Chandler, you need to pay attention. I’m here on a homicide. The Peterses’ maid, Margarita Morales. Her body was discovered on Beeline Highway by an unlucky teenager who had pulled over to change a flat tire. He went looking for a bolt that got away from him and rolled across the road. He stumbled across a mound of dirt that had been,” he caught himself, “um, disturbed by coyotes.”

      I gagged. “It was their maid.”

      “Five foot two, black curly hair, brown eyes.”

      As he described her, the woman from my vision flooded my brain—the terror in her eyes, the pain in her throat, the inability to scream. The next thing I knew, Detective Bowers had hold of my elbow and was helping me onto the couch, while Chauncey whimpered from the kitchen and Emily, arched and tensed on top of the bookcase, hissed.

      “You will not pass out again,” Detective Bowers said. It came out as an order.

      “Pass out?” I straightened my t-shirt, wondering how it got disheveled. “I’ve never fainted in my life.” I had to rethink that when Detective Bowers handed me a glass of water in my favorite blue mug. I didn’t remember him going to the kitchen. I really must have been out. The detective had mentioned something about the Peters couple…

      “Can I continue? Do I need to have a female officer on hand?”

      He said this with such condescension I was tempted to say yes, but I wanted to get this interview over as soon as possible.

      “As I said, the body of Margarita Morales was identified last night by her boyfriend. She’s been dead a little over a week, judging from the decomposition.”

      I held back a wave of nausea and my hand went to my throat as I recalled the burning sensation.

      “According to Mrs. Peters, someone abducted Margarita while she walked the family dog, or at least that’s her assumption. The dog was leashed and waiting on the porch on Mrs. Peterses’ return home. She should have reported the woman missing right away. We might have been able to save her.”

      It was clear from his scowl Detective Bowers had a special place reserved for people who didn’t report crimes in a timely fashion.

      “I didn’t even know her. Why talk to me?”

      “Because I asked the Peters if anything unusual had happened lately, and they mentioned you.”

      I took a moment to compose myself. Once I felt back in control, I looked him in the eye. “I went to their house for a reading with their dog. I didn’t know the maid was dead. I never even met her.”

      “They said you screamed and passed out. Is that a normal part of your services?” He glanced toward the spot where I had blacked out a few minutes ago. “Or do you have a medical condition?”

      That this was one time I wasn’t faking it made me defensive.

      “I assure you; it wasn’t a show. I told them Sandy was lonely, they mentioned the maid and the theft⁠—”

      Now the detective looked grim. “Mr. Peters didn’t report a theft.” He clicked his pen, ready to write. “What was stolen?”

      “A Remington.”

      “A Remington?” His eyebrows shot up.

      “It’s a gun. A rifle or a shotgun. Anyway, it’s one of the big ones.”

      “You think it’s a gun.” He studied me.

      “What else would a Remington be? A razor? A typewriter?” I huffed at his ignorance. You’d think a cop would know all about guns.

      He made a note and then flipped back a few pages. “Did you notice anything unusual while you were in the house for the appointment? I understand you went into her bedroom.”

      “That was her bedroom?” I shuddered. “It looked awfully bare. Of course, if she committed a theft, she wouldn’t plan to come back. She would have taken her things with her.”

      “So, tell me how this pet reading works.”

      If I repeated exactly what had happened, Detective Bowers might question why the pet psychic who took money from clients was so surprised to connect with an animal. How would one go about explaining a psychic reading? What would make sense? Nothing too whimsical. Maybe a scientific angle. I struck on an idea and affected the puffed-up attitude of my least favorite high school teacher.

      “As I’m sure you’ve surmised, there is another plane. On that plane are the molecules, and all the
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