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Digging up the past can be deadly.



Garnet McGee is back in Pitchford, wondering what to do with her life now that she’s finished her master’s thesis in psychology. Then she receives a call from the FBI’s Special Agent Singh. A body has been found, and it looks like it’s another victim of the Button Man serial killer.



Using her unpredictable psychic abilities, Garnet sets out to hunt the murderer while trying not to become his next victim. Her investigation takes her into the killer’s dark past and batters her with distressing visions in a hunt that will endanger more lives than just her own.



Meanwhile, Garnet’s attraction to Ryan Jackson, Pitchford’s chief of police, is growing — despite some supernatural opposition — challenging Garnet’s determination never to open herself to heartbreaking loss again.



This is the third book in the Garnet McGee series, which started with The First Time I Died and The First Time I Fell.




“I exist as I am, that is enough.”





— Walt Whitman




– 1 –

Saturday, March 31

Pitchford, Vermont



On that early evening in late March, the interior of the Tuppenny Tavern was neat, peaceful, and well ordered — the complete opposite, in other words, of me.

Behind the counter, the barman polished glasses, arranging them in sparkling lines of symmetry — beer, red wine, white wine, cocktail, soda — and a waitress weaved her way between tables, refilling napkin holders, collecting empties, and wiping ketchup bottles. In the corner booth, a young couple sat hunched over their phones. The polished leather seats of the barstools gleamed, the brass fittings shone, and from hidden speakers, Tim McGraw crooned that we should all live like we were dying.

I hear you, cowboy, I thought.

I, too, wanted to get on with my life, make up for lost time, achieve something. I wanted to explore and love and live life to the fullest. So naturally, there I sat in my old haunt in my old hometown, twiddling my thumbs. Or rather, tapping restless fingers on the bar counter. Pitchford was a quaint little town nestled against the foothills of the Green Mountains, in the heart of scenic Vermont. It was where I’d grown up, where I’d run away from at age eighteen, and where, almost four months ago, I had died and been resuscitated back to life.

That evening, I wasn’t alone; Ryan Jackson sat on the stool to my right. As usual, the stool to my left remained empty. Then again, depending on what you believed about the world and the possibility of life after it, the stool might not have been empty at all.

Feeling Ryan’s concerned gaze on me, I stilled my fingers.

“What’s up?” he asked. “You look kind of …”

“Panicky?”

“Well, I was going to say anxious. But panicky is probably more accurate.”

Perhaps the thoughts racing frantically around inside my head gave off an audible buzz.

I took a long swallow of beer and set the bottle back down too hard. “So … this morning, I got a text from our mutual friend at the FBI.”

“Ronil Singh?”

“That’s the one.”

“And?”

“And I called him back.”

“Annnd?”

I laughed. Usually, it was me trying to pry information out of him; it was fun to have the tables turned for a change. “He instructed me not to tell anyone,” I said piously.

“I’m not anyone.”

That was true.

Ryan Jackson was the police chief, and most eligible bachelor, of Pitchford. He was thirty-four years old, funny, intelligent, and inexplicably tolerant of my innate prickliness. He was also attractive — a good six feet tall with a lean build, thick black hair, and slate-gray eyes. When he gave one of his charming smiles, a dimple dented his right cheek.

I, on the other hand, had two differently colored eyes, no dimple, and no charm. I was shorter than him by about six inches, younger by six years, and my shoulder-length brown hair lacked the lustrous shine of his. But I liked to think that I could outdo him in snark and sneakiness any day of the week.

We were something more than just friends, a little less than officially romantically involved. Facebook would call us “complicated.”

“Well?” Ryan pressed. “What did he want to talk to you about?”

“He didn’t want to talk to me at all.” I traced patterns in the condensation on my beer bottle. “In fact, he couldn’t believe he’d contacted me and said I should under no circumstances think this meant he had any confidence in my abilities. It really went against the grain to even consider me, but he wasn’t one to ignore any potential leads, no matter how unlikely, and so what else could he do, given the latest development?”

Ryan’s eyes lit up with curiosity. “What development? Something’s happened?”

“Yup. They found a new body. Or maybe it’s an old one, newly found. He wouldn’t say.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah, ah.”

Special Agent Ronil Singh headed the FBI’s investigation into a series of murders of young men in New England that occurred between 2006 and 2009, but which may have started earlier and continued later. Less than a month ago, I’d gone for a walk in the woods and stumbled onto the skeletonized remains of one of those victims. Singh had come to Pitchford to take my statement and, at Ryan’s suggestion, got me to touch a few objects, one of which — an old wooden button — had sparked off a series of distressing images in my mind.

This was something that happened to me now. Since my near-death experience, I occasionally got feelings or fleeting visions when I touched objects or visited places associated with strong emotions. My mother, who viewed it as a gift from the gods, called it psychometry; I called it freaky and disturbing — as unpredictable and uncontrollable as Boston weather.

Looking up, I caught Ryan’s gaze on my mouth where my teeth worried at the rough edge of one of my thumbnails. He didn’t like me biting my nails but tried not to mention it. I hadn’t yet let him find out about the other ways in which I sometimes attacked my body, and I didn’t plan on doing so.

“Come on,” he said, taking my hand and pulling me to my feet. “Let’s find something for your hands to do.”

I glanced at the empty seat as I left. If it was occupied, I kind of wished it would stay that way for now — I wanted some alone time with Ryan. He led me to a quiet corner of the bar, where a dartboard hung on the wall with a chalk scoreboard beside it.

“Darts?” I said in disbelief. “I’ve never played in my life.”

He handed me a set of three darts with sharp points, black barrels, and a skull-and-crossbones design on the plastic feather bits. The red arrows of his set sported orange and yellow flames on their plastic ends.

I eyed his enviously. “I think red is a luckier color.”

“Do you?” he said, unchivalrously ignoring my hint.

“How come I get the death’s head pattern?”

It seemed like an omen; I was dead in the water when it came to competitive contests.

“Because you and death” — he held up two fingers twisted together — “are tight.”

I couldn’t deny it.

“And you get the ones with fire on their … butts—”

“Their flights,” he corrected.

“You get flaming flights because …?”

He flashed me a single-dimpled smile. “Because I’m so hot, duh.”

“Right.”

I stared longingly at the TV set mounted high up in the corner. I’d much rather watch the news on CNN than reveal the shortcomings of my hand-eye coordination. Ryan, however, muted the volume on the set and had me stand behind the line on the floor, about eight or nine feet away from the board.

“I know you’re better at crossing lines than staying behind them, Garnet, but you’re not allowed to set a toe over this one when you’re throwing.”

I stood behind the line and glared at the multicolored dartboard. I reckoned I’d be able to hit it. With a basketball. I sighed. “I’m not going to be any good at this.”

“You don’t have to be. We’re playing for fun.” At my dubious look, he added, “You get to penetrate a firm surface with small sharp objects. Should be right up your alley.”

“Too soon, Ryan,” I said, narrowing my eyes threateningly because this was clearly a dig at how I’d taken down a murder suspect in my last “investigation.”

Grinning, he wrote our names on the scoreboard. “We both start at five-hundred and one, and what we score each round gets deducted from that. First person to zero wins.”

“Five-hundred-and-one? We’ll be here all night!” I complained. “Scratch that, all week.”

“Fun fact: it can be done in just nine throws.”

“Not by me,” I muttered. “Can I have a practice round?”

“Of course.”

With my toes nudging the line, I held a dart in my right hand, gripping it like a pencil. I made to throw it at the board, then dropped my arm and turned to where Ryan leaned against the wall. “How am I supposed to hold this thing?” I asked.

“In any way that feels comfortable or natural.”

None of it felt comfortable or natural. I rearranged my fingers and held the dart up, sticking my tongue out of the corner of my mouth for improved concentration. I mimed a few test throws, then turned to face him, trying to mold my features into an appealing pout, though I wasn’t convinced I’d nailed it. Scowls, I was good at. Cute pouts? Not so much.

“Ryan, I’m no good at sports. I don’t sports well.”

“Good thing this is a game and not a sport, then.”

“But—” I began.

“Quit whining and throw a dart already.”

“Fine.”

Spinning around, I fired the dart at the board and burst out laughing at the sight of it quivering in the red circle in the dead center.

“Bullseye!” Ryan shook his head in disbelief. “Were you hustling me earlier?”

“No! I’ve never played before, I promise.”

“Hmm.”

I threw my remaining two darts. One hit the no-score zone outside the colored rings; the other bounced off the wall below the board. I retrieved the darts. “See? It was just beginner’s luck.”

“Want some more practice shots to get your eye in?” Ryan offered.

“Honestly, I don’t think it’ll help. We may as well get on with it.”

“Ladies and bullseyes first.” He came to stand beside me and lifted my hand in his own, which was warm and steady. “Here, hold it up to your right eye, like so. That’s right. Now, you’re supposed to get a double to start your game.” My body sagged in defeat, and he added, “But rules were made to be broken, so we’ll keep it simple. Just try to hit the board, okay?”

“Okay.”

I waited for him to go back to his spot against the wall, but instead, he stayed close to me. Too close.

I waved him back. “Your presence is distracting me.”

“It is?” He gave me a sexy grin, which distracted me even more.

“Move. I don’t want to hit you by mistake.”

“I reckon I’m safe here.”

“You’re very trusting.”

“Maybe it’s you who’s not trusting enough?”

“I know enough not to trust my skill at darts.”

He didn’t budge other than to move his hand in an impatient get-on-with-it gesture.

I threw my three darts quickly, one after the other, and then danced a little jig. They’d all missed the wall, and one had landed solidly in a white wedge-shaped section of the board.

“Well done!” Ryan chalked my score of one on the board. “Only five-hundred to go.”

I groaned and stepped aside for him to take his turn, glancing up at the TV news. Death and mayhem were everywhere — deadly protests in the Gaza Strip, prison riots in Venezuela, and a school shooting in Maryland. What a time to be alive.

“So, the FBI thinks this body is a murder victim?” Ryan asked. “And that it was one of his, the serial killer’s?”

“The Button Man? Yup.”

“Is that what they’re calling him?”

“That’s what I’m calling him.”

While most serial killers tended to take small items from their victims as trophies to remember the kills by, this killer had left something — a button — with each of his victims. And at least once, according to a vision I’d had, he’d left a button on one of his victims — stitched onto the poor man’s lips with black twine.

Ryan threw his darts expertly and deducted his score of thirty-five from the opening total.

“Told you the red ones would be lucky,” I grumbled.

“Yeah, I’m sure it has nothing to do with skill.”

“There’s probably a darter’s ditty about it, like the old shepherd’s caution. Red flights at night, player’s delight. Black flights at morning, player’s warning.”

Ryan snorted and tugged his darts out of the board. “Did you know that ‘Button Man’ is slang for a hired killer, a mafia hitman? Or for a low-ranking member of the familia?”

“I learned that when I was today years old,” I said. “Do you think these murders might have been mob hits?”

Ryan considered for a moment, then said, “Nope.”

“Me either.”

“Based on?”

“Based, as always with me, on impeccable logic and unassailable rationality.”

“Just a feeling, then?” he asked.

“Just a feeling.”
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Ryan indicated that it was my turn. “What did Singh want from you?”

I flung my darts at the board. The first was a no-score, and the second hit a narrow strip of wire — which would’ve been pretty darn impressive if I’d been aiming at it — and fell to the floor. But with my third throw, I actually scored a double seven. I deducted twenty-five points from my score on the board.

“I think he wants me to touch an item from the body,” I said. “He wouldn’t give me details — tighter-lipped than a razor clam at low tide, that man — but I gather that they’re not sure whether the kill is one of the serial killer’s.”

Ryan threw his darts, wrote down his actual score of forty-two, and stepped back for me to take my turn. I stood behind the line, but when he turned to greet a friend, I stepped over it, hurried right up the board, and thrust one of my darts into one of the small red sections that he’d explained tripled the score. I scampered back to my starting position and let out a triumphant, “Woohoo!”

Turning back, Ryan saw the source of my jubilation. “Well done! You’re improving.”

“Amazing, right? I put that dart exactly where I wanted it. So, what’s my score?”

“Six.”

“Six? But you said that the inner circle was triple-score!”

“It is. He tapped the wire number on the outer rim of the board. Two multiplied by three is …”

This game sucked. I couldn’t even cheat successfully. I marched over to the chalkboard and gave myself a score of sixty-six.

Ryan laughed. “You’re either awful at math or a serious cheat.”

“I just want this humiliation to end sooner rather than later, okay?”

On the TV, the news was running an “On This Day” piece, showing footage of John Hinckley’s assassination attempt on Ronald Reagan in 1981 and displaying one of the former president’s better quotes: “There are no easy answers, but there are simple answers. We must have the courage to do what we know is morally right.”

Ryan joined me at the scoreboard, but instead of correcting my score, he picked up the eraser and rubbed out all the scores.

“How about we start with a clean slate and play just for fun?” he suggested.

“You keep saying that F-word, friend. See if it makes it happen.”

Now the news showed visuals of an excited-looking reporter who, judging by the yellow police tape and number of law enforcement officers in the background, was at the site of a crime scene. From the sparse information on the scrolling news ticker, I gleaned that the breaking story was the discovery of a mass burial site where the remains of at least six bodies had been found buried in the Nash Stream Forest area in western New Hampshire, not far from the Vermont border.

“Look at that,” I said. “Reckon it’s from a spree killing or maybe a family murder?”

“I doubt it. If so many people disappeared in the woods at one time, we’d have heard about it,” my favorite cop said. “It’s probably a serial killer’s dumpsite.”

I sipped my beer, frowning up at the TV. “It sometimes feels like the world is full of them.”

“Serial killers? Not really. I know Hollywood makes it seem like the country’s swarming with them, but they’re actually quite rare.”

I shot him a skeptical glance.

“It’s true. Murders by serial killers make up less than one percent of the US homicide rate. And the overall number is in decline.” Ryan tossed his darts, making it look easy.

“Why are the numbers going down?”

“For one thing, they’re getting caught sooner due to improvements in forensic science, especially in DNA evidence, and better inter-agency cooperation. Plus, we’ve got access to national databases, now. That’s been a game-changer.”

“Like the fingerprint one?”

“Yeah, IAFIS. But also the FBI’s national crime database, the NCIC, and ViCAP, which is for violent crimes. And, of course, these days convicted serial killers are getting longer prison sentences.”

I threw my darts; one of them actually clattered sideways against the board. “I’m getting worse. How is that even possible?”

“Your problem is you’re too tense. C’mon. Let me see if I can help.” He coaxed me back to the line and, standing close behind me, showed me how to stand with my right foot forward. “Now plant your left foot behind, like so, for balance.” When I leaned forward to throw, he placed a hand on either side of my hips, holding me steady. “Keep your body still and relaxed. Just let your arm do all the work.”

The warmth of his chest against my back and his hands on my hips made me feel the opposite of relaxed. No surprise, then, that my dart missed the board entirely.

“Breathe,” he said, massaging my shoulders. “You need to loosen up.”

I sagged into his kneading hands. If I were to spin around in his arms and kiss him, would that distract him from the wretched game? Probably not — he was a persistent man. But maybe I should do it anyway, just because I wanted to.

He held my hand and guided my next throw. That time, I hit the board.

“Stop overthinking it,” he whispered into my ear, sending goosebumps up my arms. “The more you think, the worse you perform.”

A lot like my life then.

“Just trust your instincts.”

Trust my instincts? Was he mad?

I threw my last dart and scored a double nineteen.

Ryan hugged me from behind. “There you go. That’s better! A legit thirty-eight.”

I snuggled back into his chest but gasped in disbelief as the dart sagged, wiggled loose, and dropped to the floor.

“What the …? Did you see that?” I demanded, pointing at the board.

Ryan, who’d been nuzzling my neck, glanced up. “See what? Oh, that.”

“Yes, that. It was my best throw so far!”

“Sometimes they don’t stick. It’s called a bounce-out,” he said.

But I was certain the dart hadn’t fallen out of its own accord, a conviction which grew when a sudden coldness surrounded me like my own icy cloud.

Jealous, Colby? I thought.

My high school sweetheart, Colby Beaumont, had died in our senior year, plunging me into a deep pool of grief. But since my near-death experience, I sometimes heard his voice in my head or felt his presence, as I did now. Not being into threesomes, I pulled away from Ryan, grabbed my beer, and perched on a stool.

“Quitting?” Ryan challenged.

“It’s your turn. They can all be your turns from now on. And I hope you can multitask because I want you to tell me about serial killers.”

He retrieved my darts from the board. “I don’t know that much, to be honest; I’ve never investigated a murder by a serial killer.”

“Never?”

“I see I’ve gone down in your estimation.”

“Utterly,” I teased.

He threw my darts at the board, piercing the narrow green circle that surrounded the bullseye and congratulating me for getting my highest score of the evening.

“I reckon you know more about serial killers than I do,” I said.

“Didn’t you learn about them in your studies?”

“I studied psychology not criminology. I could tell you about psychopaths but killers?” I shrugged. “So dish. Like, what drives serial killers?”

Ryan flung the last darts into the board and came to sit with me. “Generally speaking, people kill for the sake of love, lust, loathing, and loot. Or any combination of those.”

“And is that true for serial killers too?”

“Pretty much. I think they especially like the thrill of the power. I mean, some of them are plain insane, like they think God told them to kill red-haired women, who are demons in disguise. But a lot just use other people as a way to get their kicks, especially sexually. Then you have the sadists who like to torture, and the men who are filled with violent rage and when that spills over from time to time, they kill. Some killers believe they’re special, that they have a mission to rid the world of some kind of ‘bad’ person, like sex workers or interracial couples, or—”

“Or gay men?” All the Button Man’s victims had been gay or were thought to be so. “Is that why he targets them, do you think?”

“Maybe. But they’re generally a vulnerable target. They’re presumed to be easier to take down and less likely to put up a fight.”

I thought about a guy I’d been at school with, Andy something. He’d had a slim build and an effete manner, and the guys were always picking on him, calling him names, tripping him up, and trashing his locker. I’d been too immersed in my love for Colby, and then too lost in my grief, to be much aware of his pain, but now I felt a pang of shame. I should’ve done something. I should’ve stood up for him.

“Fun fact,” Ryan said, recalling me from my thoughts, “a surprising number of serial murders are committed for profit or gain.”

“Like for money?”

“Yup. Especially by female killers.” Ryan finished his beer. “It’s probably fair to say that for the most part, serial killers are opportunists who strike when the chance presents itself.”

I picked at the damp label on my beer bottle, digging scallops into its edges with my thumb nail. “And their victims?”

“Statistically speaking, they’re more likely to be female, from the killer’s own race group, and taken from the edges of society.” At my confused look, he explained, “Runaways, sex workers, addicts, migrant workers, transients, the homeless, people like that.”

“Because police don’t investigate those crimes as thoroughly?”

He winced. “Historically, for sure, especially with racial minorities. I like to think we’re getting better. But often marginalized people become victims because killers know they won’t be missed immediately … or ever. Their families might have cut off all contact because they don’t approve of their lifestyle and don’t know, or perhaps even care, when they disappear.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty damn sad,” he said. “And also, these individuals are more likely to take greater chances and engage in more risky behaviors, like hitchhiking or sex work, because they don’t have money or support systems. And they often abuse drugs or alcohol, so they don’t always make wise decisions.” He held up his hands as if defending himself against an accusation. “I’m not blaming the victims. I’m just saying it’s easier for a killer to snatch a victim from these marginal groups than from middle-class suburbia. There’s even a term for them.” He met my gaze and sighed. “The ‘less dead.’”

“That’s horrible.”

“No argument from me.”

We sat in silence for a while, Ryan glancing at the TV while I thought about how, in death as in life, we weren’t all treated as equal.

I tore off a strip of label from my beer bottle and rolled it into a little paper pellet. “I just wish I knew what all the FBI found.” That was putting it mildly. I hadn’t been able to get the thought of a new body out of my mind. “Singh’s meeting me at my parents’ house on Monday morning, and I’m going to ask him if I can read the file on this new case.”

“Good luck with that. He doesn’t strike me as the cooperative type.” Ryan pulled my hand away from its frantic fiddling and held it between his two warm ones. “Garnet, are you sure you want to get involved in this? You know it’s likely to be frustrating and upsetting. Possibly even dangerous.”

Did I want to get involved? I wasn’t sure. I wanted the Button Man caught, but did I really want to be sucked into an investigation which might bring me closer to him, to his deeds? There had been moments when I’d wished I’d never been “gifted” with this ability, when I wondered whether, if I ignored it, it would just go away. But then I’d remember the words of my psychology professor, Kenneth Perry: “Whatever you bank collects interest.”

Of course, he’d been talking about the defense mechanism of repression, not troublesome clairvoyant talents, but still, I didn’t think much good would come from squashing down this powerful new part of myself.

“I’m already involved,” I told Ryan. “I want to find out more. I want to know where this goes, where it ends. And I’d really like to help nail this guy. Besides, to tell the truth, I’ve got nothing better to do.”

“Is your thesis finished? Submitted?” Ryan asked.

“Yup. All that’s left to do is to graduate.”

“What does a master’s in psychology qualify you to do?”

I shrugged. “Probably nothing useful or well paid.”

A part of me wondered if I could turn my new gifts to good use. My mother thought I should hang out a shingle advertising myself as a “psychic private eye,” but my mother thought a lot of things that were absurd and impossible.

“What will you do?” he asked.

“Go back to Boston, I guess.”

Ryan played with my fingers. “You could stay here.”

I could tell he wanted me to, and knowing that melted a chip of the icy shell around my heart. I compensated with sarcastic bluster. “And do what?”

“What will you do in Boston?” he countered.

Fair point.

He tucked a stray curl of hair behind my ear. “I think we’re going to have to find you a job here.”

Return to Pitchford permanently? If anyone had suggested it six months ago, I would’ve rejected the idea outright. But now it was more appealing, especially with the way things were progressing in my relationship with Ryan. I’d led an isolated life in Boston while I studied and battled my way through grief and depression. I hadn’t made good friends, and although I’d had sexual partners, I’d never had lovers.

Nothing was stopping me from moving my meagre belongings back to Pitchford. But my heart sank at the thought of returning to my old bedroom at my parents’ house. Apart from the fact that it would feel like a total admission of my failure to launch my adult life, my mother and I tended to rub each other up the wrong way. Even my father, now that he’d retired, had a tendency to get too much into my business.

I glanced at Ryan. “I can almost hear the wheels of your brain turning.”

He gave me a smile that was almost smug.

“What?” I demanded.

He leaned close and pressed a warm kiss to my lips.

“I may,” he said, “just have had a brilliant idea.”
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Monday, April 2



“Still no sign of him,” my mother said, peeping out the living room window for the umpteenth time. “I suppose I should stop checking because you know what they say?”

“I’m sure you’ll tell us,” I said.

“Watching a kettle won’t make it boil any faster.” With a last peep at the path and road outside, she sat down and scrutinized my appearance critically. “Goodness, Garnet, it doesn’t look like you’ve even brushed your hair this morning, let alone put on any makeup.”

“I’m not going on a date, Mom. I’m just going to try to help him with his investigation.”

“But he’s an agent. A special agent. I swear, I haven’t been this proud of you since you started first grade. I feel dizzy with excitement!”

My father, reading yet another book about Ted Bundy, gave a long-suffering sigh. “Have you forgotten to take your medicine again, Crystal?”

Her brows drew together. “Oh dear, I think I might have.”

“Mom! That’s serious. You have to take them the same time every day. Without fail,” I said.

Far too often, my mother forgot that she was on a regime of blood thinners and blood pressure meds for a very good reason. She’d suffered a mini-stroke the previous year.

“Yes, yes, I know. I’m just so distracted. It’ll be a whole new body for you to investigate, Garnet.”

“It’s more likely to be an old body,” my father said. He, too, seemed keyed up about the impending arrival of Agent Singh.

“Why old?” I asked.

“If the murder happened recently, they’d have a body and lots of forensic evidence to analyze. They wouldn’t need to go out on a limb with unorthodox methods like these.”

“I guess.”

I scraped the nail of my forefinger across my lower teeth, searching for an uneven edge. Unevenness — on nails, on skin — bothered me. It niggled like a task undone, an itch unscratched, a sneeze suppressed. For me, it was impossible to resist. Knowing that I bit my nails, and peeled and picked at my skin — that I had onychophagia and excoriation disorders, to be psychologically precise — did nothing to help me stop the horrible habits, especially when I was very upset or nervous, like now.

“You said they weren’t even sure it was one of his — this serial killer’s, which makes me think it could be his first kill,” my father continued. “And you can learn a lot from that. The first kill, the body itself and where it was disposed of, is always hugely valuable to the investigation.”

My father had always been fascinated by murder and especially by serial killers. He had a wall of books on everyone from the Blood Countess Elizabeth Báthory to the West Mesa Bone Collector and could tell you each of their usual modus operandi or victim of preference. It was a surprisingly macabre pastime for such a mild-mannered man, but as I lived in my own glass house of weirdness, I wasn’t in any position to throw stones at his peculiar hobby.

“Why’s it more useful than any other kill?” I wanted to know.

“Because the first murder is more likely to be spontaneous. The killer wasn’t planning on killing that person at that time, in that place, or in that way, you see? He might slip up on the first kill and leave behind DNA, fingerprints, or other evidence, especially if it happened before the whole world and his wife started watching CSI. With subsequent murders, serial killers tend to get more careful.”

The doorbell chimed, and we all stood up. My mother smoothed her dress, but my father, who wore a serious expression, said, “It’s not too late to call this off, kiddo.”

“Da-ad, we’ve already discussed this.” I sidestepped him and headed for the front door. “Why wouldn’t I want to help?”

“There are just so many ways this could turn out badly,” he said, following me.

He wasn’t wrong. There were a bunch of ways this could flop. Maybe I wouldn’t get anything from touching the item Singh was bringing me. Or worse, maybe I would get a reading, but it would turn out to be unhelpful or even something that would send the investigators on a wild goose chase, wasting time and resources and allowing the killer to remain undetected.

It wasn’t like I knew what I was doing with my psychic ability yet. The visions occurred erratically and unpredictably, and although I trusted my skill more now than I had in the beginning, I still couldn’t control it. On the one hand, I wanted to help with the investigation, but on the other, I was terrified of failing miserably. I should probably follow my father’s advice and call the whole thing off.

Instead, I opened the front door and greeted Special Agent Ronil Singh of the FBI resident agency in Rutland. He looked as spiffy as the last time I’d seen him, and clearly, he had brushed his hair that morning. Dark suit and tie, white-button down shirt, polished black shoes, black briefcase. I half-expected him to slip on a pair of sunglasses, whip out a silver tube, and erase my memory.

“Ms. McGee,” was the sum total of his greeting.

“Nice to see you again …” What was I supposed to call him — Ronil, Ron, Agent Singh, sir? None of those felt right. “Come in,” I said and stepped back to introduce him to my parents, who were hovering behind me.

“Welcome to our home, Special Agent Mr. Singh. We’re delighted to meet you,” my mother said, all but curtseying. “Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

Singh shook his head. “No, thank you, ma’am.”

“This way.” I led him to the living room.

“How about a cup of herbal tea? I have ginger, fennel, ginseng, and ginkgo,” my mother offered. “Turmeric too. That’s excellent for inflammation, you know?”

“No, thank you, ma’am. I’m fine.”

“Have a seat,” I said.

“Yes, make yourself comfortable, Agent Singh,” my mother said. “My house is your casa.”

I glanced at Singh to see what he made of that. My mother had a habit of confusing words and phrases, and she could be difficult to understand. But his face remained politely blank.

Determined to be hospitable, she said, “Earl Grey?”

“I beg your pardon, ma’am?” Singh said.

“Would you like a cup of Earl Grey tea?”

Perhaps realizing that she was quite capable of listing every liquid refreshment in the house until he accepted one, Singh said, “A glass of water, if that’s not too much trouble.”

My mother hurried off to the kitchen, and my father settled beside me on the couch. Singh sat in the same spot he had on his previous visit, directly across from me with the coffee table between us.

“So, how can I help you?” I asked him.

“I’ve brought an item connected to an ongoing investigation in the hope that you might be able to provide me with information regarding it.”

My father made a small sound, drawing the agent’s attention. “You understand that … that these are just sort of vague impressions Garnet gets. I mean, it’s not like they’re real records of what actually happened.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Dad.”

My mother, who’d obviously been following every word of the conversation, called from the kitchen, “You’re like Cassandra, dear. Never to be believed in her hometown, that is the sad fate of a prophet.”

Singh gave me an incredulous look, but before I could deny any claim to being a prophet, he told my father, “I assure you, Mr. McGee, no one appreciates better than I do that these … visions are not reliable evidence.”

“If you’re so sure that you can’t get anything useful from me, then why the heck are you here?” I demanded. It was one thing for me to consider my visions unreliable. Hearing it described that way by others riled me.

Singh raised open hands. Perhaps I’m too desperate to rule out any possible line of inquiry, the gesture said, or perhaps I’m just a fool.

“What information do you hope to get?” my dad asked.

“Whatever your daughter is able to give us.”

I took a breath to speak, but my father wasn’t done grilling the agent. I guessed that having discharged his duty in warning law enforcement about the doubtful value of my gift, he now felt free to indulge his rampant curiosity about murder. “Do you have any idea who this killer is? Have you developed a profile on him? Do you know what his motivation is? Is he still active? Do you know if he’s even still alive?” he asked eagerly.

“I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to disclose any information about the investigation, sir,” Singh said.

“But you do have some theories? Any suspects?”

“Dad,” I said and gave him a look that told him to shut up.

My mother returned with a tray bearing four glasses and a pitcher filled with water in which floated a fistful of leaves and set it on the coffee table. “I added some sage for heightened memory, rosemary for clarity of mind, and” — she pointed at what appeared to be a piece of bark lying on the bottom of the pitcher — “cinnamon for intuition.”

After pouring a glass that contained more foliage than water, she handed it to Singh. I grinned. I bet he wished he’d accepted the offer of plain old coffee. If Ryan had been here instead of the agent, we would’ve exchanged a glance and then looked away quickly to avoid laughing. But Singh was a serious fella — he eyed the glass doubtfully. He’d been skeptical of my abilities and perhaps even of my sanity before he’d met my parents; whatever must he be thinking of me now? He said nothing, however. Placing the glass on a coaster on the table, he opened his briefcase and extracted a plastic evidence bag.

“Oooh,” my mother said, perching on the edge of an easy chair. “Is that it? Is that the thingamajig you want Garnet to lay hands on and get her reading from?”

“Did you find that at the dump site or the kill site?” my father asked.

Singh’s only reply was to give my father an assessing look. He handed me the bag, and I became aware of the unsettled state of my stomach. This was it, my chance to impress the FBI agent, to prove I was neither a deluded idiot nor an out-an-out fraud. Trying to calm myself, I took a moment to study the snap button inside the bag. It was small, round, and made of metal with raised lettering around the circumference mostly obscured by rust.

The button Singh had brought me in March had been made of wood and found on the body of Jacob Wertheimer, a young man who’d gone missing in 2009. When I’d touched it, I’d seen a vision of the killer’s hands doing horrible things to his victim and, just like when I’d touched a rib bone of the victim, I’d sensed an abyss of fear, darkness and evil which had left me disturbed for days.

I shuddered at the memory. Sensing that I might again be about to experience something similar, my body rebelled, urging my heart into a faster beat. A deep, primitive part of my brain ordered me to drop the bag, to flee and have nothing further to do with this.

I blew out a steadying breath and pushed the soles of my feet onto the carpet, as if that could keep me rooted in place. Then I opened the bag.
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My mother sucked in a breath, my father covered his mouth with a hand, and Singh, unblinking as a cobra, watched as I closed my fingers around the button in my sweaty palm and concentrated. And got only the faintest of sensations.

I opened my eyes, and my mother, positively thrumming with excitement, asked, “What did you see, dear? Did you hear anything? Pick up any evil vibrations?”

“Not really. I just got a vague impression of … anger. And pain, maybe?” I said uncertainly. I met Singh’s gaze and shrugged, feeling guilty. Maybe he’d come all the way to Pitchford for nothing. Maybe I’d lost the ability to read objects.

My mother slumped back in her chair in unmistakable disappointment and frowned at the pitcher of water. “Perhaps I should’ve added a pinch of peppermint.”

“I wonder,” Singh said, glancing from her to my father, “if Garnet would be able to concentrate better if we were alone?”

My mother stood up at once, regretful but still eager to help. “I’ll go upstairs to my bedroom and lay a crystal grid. It’s directly above this room, so it should potentiate the vibrations. Amethyst, celestite, and quartz should turn the trick, I think.”

Singh directed a look of such complete blankness at me that I knew exactly what he was thinking: WTF, lady? I had no answer for him.

Instead, I turned to face my father, who hadn’t moved. “Dad, don’t you have something else to do, somewhere else to be?”

He stood up. “Yes, of course. I’ll go rinse my rods.”

A flicker of bewilderment crossed Singh’s impassive features.

“He means his fishing rods,” I explained. “He was away on a fishing trip until last night.”

“If you need me, kiddo, you’ll find me in the basement,” Dad said, leaving the room with my mother, who was wondering out loud whether it would be a mistake to exclude malachite.

As soon as we were alone, Singh jerked his chin at the button still in my hand. “Can you tell whether that’s connected to the killer with the last button I brought?”

I closed my eyes again and, concentrating as hard as I could, tried to feel with the fingers of my mind for any link to the other murder, the other victim. When I opened my eyes, I tried to put into words what I’d intuited. “There’s a … a resonance. I get ‘the same but different.’ Where did you find this one?”

He hesitated, obviously reluctant to give me any information. Eventually, he said, “With a body.”

“But not on or in its mouth.” It wasn’t a question.

Neither confirming nor denying this, he pulled a different evidence bag out of his briefcase and handed it to me. “Let’s try this one.”

I placed the first button on the table and peered at the dark-green button inside the baggie. It was about an inch in diameter and made of plastic, with a raised edge around the circumference and a crosshatch pattern scored on its upper surface. Four holes punctured the center. I was about to open the bag when a slight movement in my peripheral vision caught my attention. I glanced up just in time to see my father ducking back around the entrance to the living room, where he’d obviously been eavesdropping.

“Dad!” I yelled and heard a mumbled apology and footsteps retreating down the hall.

“Your father is very curious about all this,” Singh said.

“Yes, he’s very … protective of me.” I said nothing about his killer hobby; Singh didn’t need to know the full extent of my family’s strangeness.

I tugged the ziplock of the baggie open and tipped the button into my hand, then closed my eyes and focused. My palm grew warm, and the skin on my scalp tightened. The image I saw was faint and brief but enough to tell me that this button was definitely from one of the Button Man’s victims.

I opened my eyes. “Okay, I didn’t see much. And what I did see wasn’t very clear.”

Singh raised an eyebrow, like he thought I was already preparing excuses for a failure to see anything.

“It was a hand, a male hand, pushing this button into a man’s mouth.”

Singh’s blank expression gave me no clue as to whether I was on the right track.

“Did you find the button in the skull of the skeleton, maybe in the jaw area?” I asked, remembering something my father had once told me. “Did you know that the Greeks used to place copper coins in the mouths of the dead so they would have fare for the ferryman on the River Styx? They had to pay him to take them across the river to the world of the dead.”

“Is that so?” His tone could not have sounded less interested.

“I’m just wondering what the button in the victim’s mouth could mean to the killer.”

“Did you see anything else?”

“Give me a minute.”

Holding the button between both my palms, I clasped my fingers, slowed my breathing, and tried to empty my mind of all distracting thoughts and worries. When my full attention was fixed on the curves and ridges pressing into my skin, I re-entered the vision I’d seen moments earlier.



Hands, white as death-lilies in the darkness.

Two hands, left and right.

The left hand touches the stubbled jaw of a young man. His skin is pale, his eyes closed, his lips slightly parted. A white object lies beside his head.

No fight, now. No fear left. No problem.

The thumb of the hand pushes between the young man’s lips, pulls out, pushes back inside. Thrusting in and out of the mouth. Then it pulls down the jaw, holding it open in a silent scream, while the fingers of the other hand slide a green button over the teeth and into the mouth, then push the jaw up, pinching the lips closed between thumb and forefinger. Tugging them into an obscene pout.



The vision dissolved into formless clouds of gray. Swallowing rising bile, I opened heavy eyelids to find Singh watching me carefully.

“Well?” he demanded when I dropped the button on the table.

“Do you want to know what I saw or what I felt?” I asked, my voice breathy.

“What you saw.”

I poured myself a glass of the ridiculous water, and between sips, I told him exactly what I’d seen, no more and no less.

When I finished, he asked, “Can you describe the hands?”

“Male.” Whether I’d been able to tell from the appearance or whether it was just a feeling, I was certain those hands hadn’t belonged to a woman. “White-skinned. No wedding ring. I would guess left-handed.”

“Anything exceptional about the hands? Like a scar or a mole?”

“Nope.”

“You said the victim was dead. How could you tell?”

“His eyes were closed, and he wasn’t moving.”

“He might just have been unconscious.”

“Ah, well, that’s where my pesky feelings come in.” I gave Singh an expectant look, wanting the satisfaction of forcing him to ask about my sensations and intuitions, but he said nothing, and after a few more seconds of silence, I caved. “Since you asked so nicely, I’ll tell you,” I said. “There was a deadness there.”

“A deadness?”

“Yes, an absence of life. A deep emptiness, a cessation of all life-emanating vibrations,” I said, laying the mystical terminology on thick enough to make my mother proud and Singh exasperated.

Looking like he was suppressing a sigh, he reached for his glass of water, clocked the vegetation floating around inside of it, and set it back down. “The hands that were holding the button, do they belong to the same man in the visions you claim to have had about Wertheimer’s death?”

Claim to have had? “You want my gut feel?” I asked.

Singh gave the slightest of nods. It was as much encouragement as I was ever likely to get from this die-hard cynic.

“Well then, gut feel, yeah, it’s the same guy.” I set my glass back down on the tray. “Do you know when this victim went missing?”

He said nothing.

“I think it wasn’t that long ago. Am I right?”

No reply.

Singh was beginning to piss me off. It wasn’t fair that our communication here was all in one direction. I had a growing need to rattle his self-assured silence. Placing the tips of my fingers against my temples, I rolled my eyes upwards and lowered my lids slightly, hoping he would see only the whites of my eyes.

In the most ethereal voice I could muster, I said, “I think he went missing sometime in the last two years. What’s that?” I asked as though listening to an inner voice. “Twelve and sixteen. Ah, I understand. Thank you!” I opened my eyes and said confidently, “He definitely didn’t go missing before December 2016.”

Singh’s eyes bugged. Too late, he schooled his features back into their usual impassivity. “How did you— what makes you say that?”

“Just a feeling,” I said, needling him further. “It felt more … fresh than the other visions.” Also, the white object lying on the ground beside the victim’s head was an Apple Airpod. Those had been released just in time for Christmas in 2016. I remembered because my father had offered to buy me a pair for my Christmas present, but thinking they looked ridiculous, I’d asked him for a donation to a new phone instead. Now, seeing Special Agent Just-the-facts-ma’am Singh at a complete loss for words, I smiled. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

He didn’t deny it. Running a finger around the inside of his collar, he asked, “Was there anything else?”

I glanced at the two buttons on the table, then picked them up, and holding one in each hand, attempted another reading. I had to push aside the images from the newer button and try to direct my focus to what might lie between them.

I was more certain this time. I slipped the buttons back into their baggies. “There is some kind of connection between them. I felt it as a kind of closeness. But I couldn’t say if that was literal or figurative. I wonder … Was the body this came from” — I held up the baggie with the green plastic button — “found near this one?” I held up the other.

Again, he didn’t answer my question, but I had a feeling I was right.

“They were, weren’t they? This one matched the pattern of previous victims, but this one didn’t. Were there only the two bodies?” I gasped as a sudden thought intruded. “Are these from that new site with all the bodies? The one in the Nash Stream Forest?”

He took the baggies from my hands, his lack of denial as good as a “yes.”

“They are, aren’t they?” I pressed. “What was different about the first one? Did all the others have buttons on them? How many victims did you find?”

He returned the baggies to his briefcase, closed the lid, and clicked the locks shut.

“Let me touch things from the other victims, and I’ll be able to tell you more,” I said.

“No,” he said baldly.

“How about a bone from one of the skeletons?” There was a note of pleading in my voice. “That green button … that murder was recent. Is he still active? You’ve got to stop him, and I can help you, if you’d just allow me!”

“We don’t typically allow civilians to assist us in our investigations, unless they are experts, qualified, legally recognized experts,” he clarified nastily. “Or unless they were direct witnesses
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