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Samantha

WHEN THE CLOWN CAR burst from the underground garage of the tony Bonne Chance tower, my only thought was whether I could scoot from its path fast enough to avoid being sent on to my Final Reckoning. I felt no inkling of the dark force that vehicle carried. Nor the hellish turn my life had already taken.

What can I say? I am not clairvoyant. Really not. I am so lacking in prescient powers that, if I were about to be hit on the head by a two-by-four, my premonition of pain wouldn’t kick in until the headache wore off. Not such a startling admission perhaps—except when you take into account that I garner the lion’s share of my totally inadequate income by making predictions about the future for anyone gullible enough to believe me. Consistency is overrated in my opinion. 

I’d been hoofing my way up Wilshire Boulevard in the Westwood section of Los Angeles, to the poshest joint in that corridor of high-rise, high-priced dumps, where I had an appointment with an occasional client, Dodi Drake. You know Dodi, of course. She’s the widow of Manfred Drake, the conservative vice president from a few administrations back. A man so inflexible that, in a poll taken during his lone term, the majority of Americans chose him as the politician most likely to be hiding a broom up his ass.

Prior to today, I’d always driven Lady Stang, my oxidized blue 1966 Mustang convertible, up to the door so the valet attendant could stow it in the building’s garage. Only the last time I came, the valet informed me the Bonne Chance’s management would rather I park it elsewhere. Okay, maybe ol’ Stangie leaked more oil than the Valdez left in the Gulf of Alaska, and the cough of smoke she blew out her exhaust pipe when I gunned her did cause people for miles around to question whether a nuclear power plant had exploded. Was that any reason to turn my poor baby away? Rich folks—they just don’t appreciate a classic. 

Having parked blocks away, and being in lousy shape, I was moving kinda slowly when I crossed the Bonne Chance driveway. And that was why the clown car nearly made me into a permanent driveway stain, which I bet they wouldn’t have liked darkening their doorway any better than my car.

I leaned against a lamppost to catch my breath. And it was only then that the oddity I’d witnessed tickled my curiosity. 

That was a car full of clowns, for chrissakes. Black SUV, the size of a moving van, to be precise. But clowns. Now I wasn’t using that word as a colorful euphemism for your usual L.A. jokers—Westside lawyers, drug dealers posing as indie producers, show biz agents and such, who hurl their Mercedes sedans into traffic without regard for riff-raff like me. I’m talking actual Bozos, with painted faces, frizzy wigs and big red noses. There weren’t a million of them stuffed into that land boat, circus-style, but there must have been at least four. Hard to say for sure, since the windows had been tinted pretty darkly.

That wasn’t a sight you see every day, even in a city as reality-impaired as Los Angeles. I looked off in both directions for anyone I could share my observation with. Only L.A. wasn’t a city of walkers, either, unless you count the getting-nowhere-but-getting-there-fast treks people take on their electric treadmills. I was the only pedestrian for as far as I could see.

So I had only myself to confer with, my favorite conversationalist anyway. Clowns...? Suddenly, that bizarre event seemed a lot more interesting. Even before my mind made a conscious link, my gaze traveled up the Bonne Chance tower to a floor higher than the one Dodi occupied. And I flashed on a connection.

Movie star Molly Claire, the sweet and sexy eternal ingénue, with her quirky, chopped blonde hairdo and her beguiling grin, was not only America’s cinema sweetheart, she was Hollywood’s biggest box office draw. Dodi told me that Molly had quietly moved into the Bonne Chance penthouse after the collection of weirdos who had been stalking her were acquitted at their celebrated trial.

Around here, the whack-jobs who stalk prominent folks can usually count on a fast trip to the Big House. At their trials, it was invariably obvious to the jury that: a) the celeb was genuinely frightened, and b), the alleged stalker was not rowing with every possible oar. But Molly Claire wasn’t as fortunate as most of her colleagues. Not when Eddie Plotnik, the most outspoken of the little group of nerds who idolized Molly from afar, if not far enough, made an impassioned plea at their trial. “Can’t a clown gaze at a queen,” he’d cried, “without meaning her harm?” 

The press took to calling the four defendants “Molly’s Clowns.” And thanks to the nightly rerunning of Eddie’s moving speech at the televised trial, the derogatory term took on noble proportions. Eddie’s testimony was said to be so stirring, there wasn’t a dry eye in the courtroom that day. Including those of the jury members, who let him and his cohorts go free.

Unfortunately, Molly’s Clowns took their acquittal as a license to harass the object of their desire more than ever. That was said to be why, using an alias, she gave up her Beverly Hills home the Clowns had broken into on a regular basis, for the Bonne Chance’s more secure penthouse condo.

That penthouse far up in the tower above me, I thought, as I squinted at its smoky-colored windows. The penthouse in a building that an SUV full of men dressed as actual clowns had raced away from.

As the toes of my scuffed black boots kicked my long skirt out of their way again-and-again, while I paced on the sidewalk, my mind shifted into overdrive. I never had much patience for math, but even I knew when one and one could add up to a big payoff for me. Everyone, except for the bird-brained members of that jury, knew that Molly’s Clowns really were stalking her. And stalkers often escalate to more serious crimes. If those Bozos had just abducted Molly Claire, this could finally be my big break, even if it wasn’t such a hot one for Ms. Claire.

I had to admit I wasn’t doing well at all financially, which was really surprising when you consider all the creativity I bring to the job as my clients’ spiritual advisor. And I wasn’t a kid anymore. When I hit the twenty-eight and three-quarters mark, just five days back, I knew I had to get on the stick soon if I was going to make something of my life. 

Maybe this was my chance. Though countless cars had driven past the building, I had to be the only person who’d seen the odd occupants of that SUV and put together what it meant. If I timed it right, I could appear to predict what had happened here before anyone else knew. If only one reporter said on the nightly news, “Psychic Samantha Brennan is helping the authorities with the case,” even I could predict that I’d be on my way to Easy Street.

Still, I’d have to be sure about this, or I’d look like a flake. More of a flake than usual, that is. And I had to be quick, before Molly’s Clowns contacted the cops themselves. Prior grabs at the brass ring had taught me that a prediction after the fact serves no purpose at all.

Somehow I had to get into Molly’s condo to scope out whether she was indeed gone, and if something violent had happened there. And I still had to make enough time to see Dodi, since I needed the bucks she’d throw my way today to make ends meet until my big score hit.

I gave the little drawstring purse that dangled from my wrist a shake, as I started toward the entrance to the Bonne Chance at a trot. I felt a grin tugging at my cheeks, the one I wear when I feel especially clever. I might not know a psychic vision from an enema, but nobody can sniff out opportunity like me. Before pushing through the smoked-glass door to the lobby, I took one last glance at the brilliant, cloudless sky above me, serene in my good fortune. 

I know I said I wasn’t psychic, but even I should have seen that bad moon hovering overhead.
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Samantha

––––––––
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HURRYING THROUGH THE voluminous lobby, it occurred to me the Bonne Chance probably could look a smidge colder—but only if they hooked it up to refrigerator coils. The whole place was a study in icy grays. From the pearl gray marble floor underfoot, to the dove gray leather couches clustered about the lobby, to the charcoal granite check-in desk—the impression greeting a guest was as steely as armor. Even the chick behind the front desk, whose mouse-brown hair was as sleek and straight as chain mail, wore a gray shantung silk jacket, on which the words Bonne Chance had been discreetly stitched over the breast pocket. 

Bonne Chance. Good luck, right? They obviously meant the inhabitants of those pricey digs had it. Weren’t they afraid they were tempting fate, throwing those words around? Like maybe Someone, Somewhere, would decide they’d had enough good fortune for one lifetime?

Not that I believed in fate. That was just a word I fed to the suckers who paid me to tell them what hadn’t happened yet, but would, now that I gave them directions. A circular trap for the credulous. It was just that, sometimes, life would hurl something at me with all the force of that clown car. By the time I diverted it, I found myself in a different place from where I expected to be, and I wondered...

But, as you’ve probably noticed, I digress.

The check-in chick was new. Ooh! Not good news. I had counted on finding my friend, Doreen, behind that desk, and making her the centerpiece of my little scam. Doreen wasn’t the brightest bulb in the marquee, so she was easy to lead astray. Probably why they fired her in favor of someone with all the warmth of canned tuna. As if this chick’s pale lips weren’t thin enough, she sucked at them until they disappeared into her face. She also blinked her small murky eyes about twice as often as normal. Creepy. Now how was I going to pull this off?

I’d have predicted that nothing would faze this babe, making her a perfect choice for the gatekeeper role in this palace. She fooled me, though. When I swept up to the check-in desk, her narrow eyes widened to the size of golf balls, and they stopped blinking. 

Who could blame her? The shiny surface of the soot-colored granite slab, attached to the wall behind her, mirrored my appearance right back to me. Man, what a sight I was! Long blonde hair curling wildly in every direction, crowned with a wreath of battered silk flowers held together with Christmas tree garland. Makeup by Crayola. And that dress I wore—half Renaissance ball gown in bright blue satin and lace, half soothsayer garb with its filmy organdy layers, half jester suit. Too many halves, I know, but it was quite a dress.

I marched right up to the desk and, with a confident air, proclaimed, “Madame Samantha Brennan for Dodi Drake.”

Then the floodgates opened and all the eyelid blinking she’d held back when her eyes bulged, rushed out at once. I wondered if she could see through all that eyelid flickering, or was it like the ineffectual sweep of windshield wipers during a downpour? I took another gander at my reflection on the granite. Maybe she didn’t want to see.

“You want to visit Dodi Drake?” she asked through the blinks.

No, what I wanted was to check out Molly Claire’s place, but I could hardly say that. My client, Dodi, was my only way past this babe. But I didn’t care for the way she emphasized you. Like my seeing Dodi was the craziest idea in the world.

“Mrs. Drake has requested an appointment with me,” I said. “And she won’t be happy if you hold me up. If you don’t believe me, call upstairs to check.”

She would have anyway; announcing guests was her job. I thought that by suggesting it, I showed how honest I was. I spent nearly as much of my time finding ways to act like I had nothing to hide, as I did hiding things. 

Fun as it was, today I had no time for this dance. I had to get up there now.

She took her time finding Dodi’s extension and tapping it in to her computer-phone. While she waited for an answer, she eyed me through those fluttering lashes, as if I were some unknown creature. Hadn’t she ever seen a psychic before? Did she think they dressed just like everyone else?

When someone answered and apparently gave her the go-ahead to send me up, she sputtered, “You’re sure? Blonde...hair? Samantha Brennan? Madam?” The sarcasm she poured into that word could fill the Coliseum.

I smiled broadly when she hung up. “Told you to hurry it up, didn’t she?”

Her lack of response was answer enough.

She pulled a guest electronic keycard from the slot behind the desk, as those check-in gals always did. But then Ms. Blinks surprised me. With another series of glances my way, ranging from speculation to disapproval, she popped a small gray-and-black sign on the desk, which advised visitors that she’d return in five minutes. 

“Come on,” she said with a smug set to her thin lips. “I’ll take you up there.”

So she didn’t trust me, huh? Wise move, considering. I glanced away, seemingly unconcerned, even if I was about to bust a gut. But not before I saw her slip the guest card into her jacket pocket. Yes! Trust me or not, this babe was going to provide what I needed. 

✷

Security in the Bonne Chance was as tight as last year’s jeans. The elevators required keycards to operate, and the residents’ cards were programmed with just the communal floors, like the ones where the gym and the screening rooms were located, and the floors of their individual condos. But there was a flaw in the system. I’d learned from Doreen that the guest cards could access all the floors, and even all the units themselves, something the management didn’t want anyone to know.

Miss Prim and I rode the elevator to Dodi’s twelfth floor condo in silence. But when the doors opened, and she stepped from the car, I pretended to trip. Not too suspicious, considering my gown dragged on the floor. I grabbed onto her as if to keep myself from falling. And while she helped me to regain my footing before the elevator doors closed on me, I palmed the guest keycard she’d put into her blazer pocket and slipped it into the blue drawstring bag that dangled from my wrist. 

Sometimes it’s just too easy.

But it’s never fast enough, dammit. She dawdled her way down the hall ahead of me toward Dodi’s corner unit, with as little regard for time as I usually displayed. 

Dodi didn’t live in L.A. most of the time. She was from Minnesota or Michigan—one of those M-states, or maybe it was an N. I could never keep track of them all. She kept a second home here for whenever she came to town for meetings related to the biopic some cable TV network was making of her life. 

I had to admit Dodi was a cut—or twenty—above my usual client. Who was I kidding? Before she became my client, I had never crossed the threshold of a joint like the Bonne Chance. But when she came to town, Dodi always had her hair done by Ramon at the Tousled Salon in Beverly Hills. Ramon and I had had something going, or so I thought—until the bastard robbed the eight hundred bucks I was saving for a move to Sedona, so he could pay for the headshots his new actress girlfriend wanted. I’d hounded Ramon relentlessly for the money he stole, even threatening to stand outside the salon telling all his customers that he secretly used drugstore shampoo on them, until he agreed to repay me with this referral.

I still hadn’t made up the eight hundred smackers, though, so I was no closer to making my move to Sedona. Sedona, now there’s a town where they appreciate psychics like me. Unlike Southern California, where the cynicism wafts off people like that wavy gas that rises from asphalt in the summer. And, no, I didn’t mean fake psychics. Trust me on this, all psychics are fake. If I believed that any of the crap I tossed around could really exist, it would turn my entire universe on its ear. 

The chick from the lobby deposited me outside Dodi’s door, where one of the Secret Service agents assigned to her detail, Gus Nagy, stood at attention. Law-enforcement types and I rarely see eye-to-eye, since they invariably find some point to those corners I always cut. But Gus was one I could tolerate, since he possessed a modicum of a sense of humor, not to mention being kinda cute in the overly buff way I like.

I knew there were other Secret Service agents on Dodi’s detail. And occasionally I caught sight of servants or a secretary. But mostly she kept me away from her entourage, apart from the one agent who vetted all her callers. You’d almost think she was ashamed of me. Weird, huh?

“This is the woman you meant for me to send up?” the blinker asked, her voice reeking of disapproval.

With the slightest of winks at me, Gus said, “That’s the one. Madame Samantha is Mrs. Drake’s psychic.” He threw another glance my way. “And even a Celtic Goddess, I believe.”

Yeah, I was adding the goddess-bit to my repertoire now. As intense as the competition is among spiritual advisors, you gotta be kicking it up all the time. And who better than me to claim that distinction? I was four-fifths Irish, or something like that. Besides, I’d flunked every test they gave us on Greek and Roman Gods when I was a kid, but I’d read an article about Celtic mythology a few months back and a few of those facts had stuck. 

Ms. Blinks sniffed. “A Goddess, huh? Calling yourself a psychic wasn’t ridiculous enough?”

I wrinkled my nose at her, as if she’d farted in a confined space.

She threw her palm out before me. “Why don’t you tell me what the future holds for me?”

As if that was how I did my readings. Still, I took hold of her dry palm and said, “You’ve already suffered a great loss, you just don’t know it yet.” I meant the keycard I stole, of course. “The Bonne Chance will also prove to be a less than congenial place of employment for you, so I suggest you look for another job.” Soon, before they figured out I swiped the card. I tossed her hand away.

Without a word, but no less than a dozen blinks, she turned and headed back down the hall, her straight, mousy hair swinging as she shook her head in disbelief.

Gus bent his thick neck my way. “Things might go easier for you, Samantha, if you dressed a bit more conventionally.” 

“Gus, without the gown, no one would take me seriously,” I insisted. “Don’t announce me yet, huh? There’s something I gotta do before I see Dodi.”

With a sigh, he said, “She’s in a hurry today, Samantha.”

“Five minutes, I swear, that’s all I need.” 

Despite my begging, Gus just kept shaking his closely shorn head. “We’ve learned how little time means to you, Samantha. You ought to consider wearing a watch.”

Wear a watch, lose the gown—like anyone would trust a spiritual advisor who looked like that.

“Samantha, you really don’t want to make her mad,” Gus said with rare candor. 

Right. Dodi’s underlying nastiness was as legendary as her superficial charm. Gus swung Dodi’s oak door open for me. With the weight of time pressing on my shoulders, I trudged through.

✷

Given Manfred Drake’s status as the most tight-assed of recent veeps, it wasn’t surprising that Dodi ranked among the most conventional of political wives. Throughout her husband’s career, she had always looked the same: a slim woman, though not so well-endowed as to stop traffic, who wore dowdy knit suits in muted tones. Her only flamboyant touch was the discreet blonde highlighting that brightened her ash brown hair. 

She still wore those unfashionable suits, and hid whatever private thoughts she might have behind correct, if vapid, smiles. But her life had undergone a few changes since the old man kicked it. The blonde streaks had given way to—purple. No kidding. Bright, screaming, neon purple streaks on the head of that otherwise totally predictable woman.

She might have also had a few nips-and-tucks done, since Dodi looked way too young for the years she spent on the campaign trail. Younger even than my mom, who was such a girlish fifty, she often claimed we were sisters. But my mom was another story. If not a full book.

Since I didn’t see Dodi often, those purple streaks always gave me a jolt. I kept telling myself that I should applaud her for kicking over the traces. Yet that color still looked so jarring—when compared to the rest of her, I mean. That was my only problem with the purple streaks, I swear. It had nothing to do with the fact that people keep making it harder for me to stand out.

Gus handed me off to Dodi in the condo entry, and she led me in. The place was as conventionally appointed as Dodi herself. More, even, since nothing there was purple. And though the condo wasn’t small, it appeared so, since she’d crammed it with furnishings and knick-knacks. Every time Dodi returned from her permanent home, she brought more memorabilia associated with Fred-Man, as I thought of Manfred, the departed V.P. 

When I sank into the beige-on-cream striped satin sofa, I noticed a new picture of Dodi’s hubby as a young man had been added to the crowded mantle. On this photo, Manfred had inscribed, “To Snooks, from her Man.” I nearly hurled right there.

Dodi pressed herself next to me on the couch. “So, Madame Samantha, what do you and your fellow gods hold for me now? Is Manny still...okay with things?” Dodi lowered her eyes.

There was one other tiny addition to Dodi’s life since Fred-Man departed. Or maybe not so tiny. Jason. He was a young guy of twenty-five or so, whom Dodi alternatively introduced as either her assistant or her protégé. Both terms were accurate—as long as you spelled them b-o-y-t-o-y. That’s right. Conventional, correct Dodi Drake was getting it on with a hunky kid. Maybe that explained the particularly vapid nature of her smile these days. Yet she worried that her late husband might disapprove.

Usually I made a real production of going into my trance. Today I reminded myself: Molly Claire, clowns. And then that trance came on real quick.

“Manfred is happy for you, Mrs. Drake. Happy that you’re happy.” Get it—he’s happy; how many more ways could I say it?

“You’re sure?” she asked.

Through the crack in my closed eyes, I looked at the photo she’d added to the mantle. “Mrs. Drake, he’s saying, ‘Snooks, your Man is glad that you have the boy looking out for you.’” See, observance was just one of the skills demanded in my job. And people say I don’t earn my dough—no one was more observant than me.

Dodi flushed. “Snooks? Why he hasn’t called me that since before his first mistress.”

That was why I failed to understand Dodi’s reluctance over Jason. He might have been a stiff old fart, but ol’ Fred-Man had swung a wild sword in his time. And it had all been his time.

To my surprise, Dodi always seemed disappointed by the message I conveyed, that he didn’t judge her harshly. Maybe she just couldn’t overcome her guilt. 

Since Dodi was pressed for time, and I sure was, I popped right out of my trance. While Dodi went to the antique mahogany desk in the corner for the envelope she always had ready for me, I walked to the window. Instead of looking at the commanding view of the city, I directed my gaze down at the street below.

“Mrs. Drake, is Molly Claire still living here?” I asked, oh-so casually.

“As far as I know.”

“How ’bout Molly’s Clowns. Ever spot those guys hanging around?”

“Several times. And I’m not here often, you know. They’re still obsessed with that poor woman.” Dodi handed me the ivory envelope.

“Ever see them dressed as...you know, real clowns?”

Despite the political-wife mask she wore, spite surfaced in her sharp blue eyes. “That was just an expression, dear. No one meant those men stalking Ms. Claire actually dressed like clowns.” 

Really? Maybe next time I came, she could teach me to suck eggs.

We set an appointment for two days later, when I could deliver the same message at greater length. Then I made my escape. Once out in the hall, I lifted my skirt and raced to the elevator. 

While waiting for the car to arrive, I looked into the envelope and counted the stack of bills. It was always the same, dammit. Exactly what I’d asked her for the first time I came. It was a hefty amount, too, since I knew she could afford it. But no tip. I’d heard women in her bracket often tip their psychics. What was I doing wrong?

When the elevator finally arrived. I jumped in and fished the purloined keycard from my drawstring bag. The card worked as well as I expected when it whisked me up to the thirtieth floor. The doors opened to reveal the oak entry of Molly Claire’s penthouse condo, the only unit on the floor, dead ahead. 

The real test would be whether I had the balls to use the key to open those doors. I mean, Molly Claire was a prominent, powerful person. And I was proposing to break into the place she moved into so she could feel more secure. If those clowns had come just for some kiddy party, I was gonna be wading hip-deep in dog doo.

With a shrug I stepped from the elevator. In for a penny—the story of my life.

I slipped the keycard into the small brass slot in the door, and when I heard the click, I opened it just a few inches. 

“Yoo-hoo, Miss Claire. Anybody home?” I called. Real friendly-like.

When no one yelled back, or stuck a shotgun in my face, I slipped inside and took a gander around the sprawling living room. The décor of the place proved that even someone with Molly Claire’s bucks could get taken by a decorator. I wasn’t sure how you would describe the style. Asian maybe, or African. The plush black velvet couch, which rested low on the floor, looked like a barge the slaves might carry to the Nile.

It was probably a good thing then that someone had totally trashed the place. Most of the furniture had been overturned, and a small glass-and-brass table was smashed. Excuse me, that was glass-and-gold. How do you get to be that rich? But the table was still shattered. 

Yes, I was right. There had been a struggle here. And Molly Claire, who never left her home, was missing. Even more telling was the sight of red acrylic fingernails that had been broken from someone’s hand and tossed on the plush rug, and the spray of blood on the white wall.

Blood? Was she...dead? My gaze traveled slowly around the wrecked room. I also spotted a small bloodstain soaking the white carpet outside a closet off the living room. 

I galloped to the closet and yanked the door open. A man in work clothes, still clutching a hammer in his tightened fist, tumbled to the floor before my feet, dead as a doornail. Someone had made him that way by leaving a small bullet hole roughly in the center of his forehead.

I think I might have shrieked at that point. And started thinking crazy thoughts, like if he had to be dead, how doornail-dead was the way to do it, considering his job. 

Suddenly the idea of my big score drifted away, replaced by a vision of steel bars before my face. What had I gotten myself into? Consequence isn’t a concept I normally take too seriously. Knowing I can pretty much talk my way out of anything, I don’t bother to check to see if the pool is filled with water before diving in. But I’m also good at getting myself into trouble. If the cops walked in right now, they’d find I’d broken into this place and was now cozying up to a carpenter who was rapidly becoming as stiff as a piece of his own lumber.

I took a deep breath. This was no time to panic. I could still pull it off if I hurried. My prediction might be even better now. 

I looked at the carpenter and felt guilty about my self-serving attitude. Poor slob. He had probably been trying to protect Molly when her Clowns popped him. Chivalry was now officially dead. I thought about poor Molly, too, and what she might be enduring. But no one was better than me at rationalization. I convinced myself that as soon as I predicted Molly’s dire situation, the sooner someone could rescue her.

Though it was icky to touch him, I put the workman back into the closet so he could be found where they had stuffed him. I whispered, “I’ll send help.” Just not right away.

Then, using my skirt, I wiped any place I had touched, and I hightailed it out of there. I took the elevator down to the garage this time, so I didn’t have to pass Miss Prim in the lobby. And I sprinted all the way to the street. 

As I trudged back to Lady Stang, I found myself thinking about the carpenter. Had he just been in the wrong place at the wrong time? Or was it possible that his death on this day really was his destiny? If so, had he just passed that destiny off onto me?

No! I thought, shaking my shirt for emphasis. This baby charters her own fate. And as I stepped up my pace, I figured, I was going out to meet it.

Nothing, I felt sure, from this point on, could possibly go wrong.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Samantha

––––––––
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I HAD RACEED THROUGH Dodi’s reading, scoped out Molly’s pad in record time, considering my little tête-à-tête with the carpenter, and forced Stangie to break the land speed record in the short distance between her parking spot and the Federal Building on Wilshire—only to find myself cooling my heels in some waiting room at the FBI Field Office, which is where I decided to spin my tale, instead of the local cop shop.

Worse yet was the company I found myself keeping. On one side of me sat a man who had covered his balding pate with some well-used aluminum foil—so he could receive transmissions from Saturn directly into his brain, he bragged. While the guy on the other side, surely a first runner-up in the Charles Manson look-alike contest, had a fake knife sticking out from his chest, and on his shirt, a trail of what seemed like cherry Jell-O. Nutjobs were always trying to help the cops and fibbies, but why had I been lumped with them? 

I tell you, if I weren’t staring down the barrel of adulthood, at twenty-eight and three-quarters, I might question the direction of my life.

I had to admit I had no one but myself to blame for the company. Logic just isn’t my strong suite. I was always zipping so fast from A-to-Z that I often failed to connect some of those letters in between. Until one of those forgotten letters rose up and bit me in the ass. I’d counted on using my connection to Dodi to grease my way to someone high up in this outfit—that’s why I came down on the side of the feds, instead of the local cops. Now I realized if I wanted them to buy my act, I had to hope my association with Dodi never surfaced. Nobody was going to believe my psychic vision if they knew I had scammed my way into Molly’s lair to see it for real. I had no choice but to make my approach with the rest of the nuts. 

Making me more nervous still was the fact that everyone there kept racing around like a swarm of ants on a sugar cube. Had they learned about Molly? Was that the cause of the furor? I stopped a clerk and asked.

“We’re all busy with the exhibit, of course,” the stout clerk snapped, as if the cause of that furor should have been apparent even to an idiot like me. “The Power of the Pyramid show, you know? We’re charged with doing the background checks on the foreign dignitaries who’ll be attending.”

I should have felt better when the woman brushed past me, since I had now confirmed the cause of the bustle in the fibbie hive had nothing to do with the scoop I held in my hot little head. With the opening of The Power of the Pyramid show little more than a week away, naturally, the exhibit would be creating lots of work for them. Some diplomatic soul had convinced all the nations of the world that held ancient Egyptian treasures to pool them into one show that would tour the great museums around the globe. And it would debut at our new Museum of the Antiquities, which recently opened in the mid-Wilshire area of L.A.

I should have felt better, but strangely, I didn’t. As time passed, I began to feel guilty about whatever Molly Claire must be suffering at that moment. How could I sit there waiting to spin this tale out for my own benefit, wasting time Molly might not have? What kind of person does that?

Obviously, one who needed to get clear on precisely how much conscience she could afford to be burdened with in her line of work. Yet I couldn’t stop thoughts of Molly and the carpenter from whirling around in my head until I thought I would scream out what I knew to the next person I saw.

As luck would have it, that was precisely when the FBI finally decided to recognize the existence of the flakes filling their waiting room, so I was able to avoid the good-citizen bit and stick to my plan. 

Taken together, the two agents who came to clear us proved the FBI attracted a wider range of personalities than I would have suspected. The unsmiling, twenty-something woman, with her copper-colored hair pulled back into a severe knot and her steel gray skirt suit, was strictly standard-issue stuff. She’d present a challenge, but at least I had her pegged from the get-go.

The man, on the other hand, broke the mold. He was a short guy in his fifties, as wide as he was tall, in a battered brown suit that looked like it came from a Goodwill thrift shop. With a head as round as a bowling ball, an impression he’d reinforced by sticking three bands of graying clumps across his scalp with hair goo, he looked like he should be sitting with us flakes, not vetting us.

They just stood there, eyeballing the three of us. The guy at least offered us weirdos a smile. His sparkly little raisin eyes beamed out good cheer from within folds of flesh. He didn’t mean it, of course, but he was trying to make nice. Predictably, the deep blue eyes that peered from below the woman’s thick dark lashes didn’t hide a bit of her contempt for us loonies.

They were clearly dividing us up. I concentrated really hard and sent the man a silent message to pick me. Okay, I’ll admit it—I carried a few more pounds than I needed to. Who was I kidding? I had long ago raised the white flag in my battle of the bulge. You see, in my work, I have to eat on the run. Of course, I didn’t have to eat and eat and eat while running. Still, even though squeezing myself into junior sizes had now become nothing more than a test of will, I could always count on my bod having a favorable effect on men. It was my big rack that did it. Besides, as fat as this guy was himself, he’d probably consider me as skinny as a stick. I knew I had a better chance of selling my story to him.

Pick me, pick me, I said mentally to him again and again.

The woman pointed in my direction and said, “I’ll take her, Billy. You get rid of the others.”

“You got it, kiddo,” Agent Billy cheerfully agreed.

So much for ESP. I clutched my skirt in my fists and followed along behind her. She led me to a tiny windowless office, which scarcely had enough room for the desk, guest chair and file cabinet that filled it to overflowing. The stark little space was totally devoid of personal touches. No photos of the hubby, the kids or the dog. No faded little drink umbrella saved from the Hawaiian getaway. No champagne corks from celebrating cases she’d broken. Zilch. How was I going to get a read on this chick if she refused to display anything in her office that revealed something about her character? Well, nothing but a small silver bowl filled with such vibrant-looking Red Delicious apples they seemed to throb with vitality. What significance could apples have? 

The nameplate on the front of her faux-walnut desk identified her as Special Agent Annabelle Haggerty. She seemed like a new fibbie, close to my own twenty-eight and three-quarters in age. Not good for my purposes. That meant she wasn’t anywhere near the inner-circle there, so she wasn’t in a position to offer me much help. Even worse, she wore her skepticism like armor. 

Despite the severity of her look, she was really quite attractive. Her jaw was a little too firm, but she had great cheekbones and beautifully translucent skin. Way skinnier than me, too. But there couldn’t be much joy in her regimented existence, nor any secrets buried beneath her steel-suited exterior. To think, only moments before I’d questioned the wisdom of my chosen path. Now, the mere idea of living a life anything like this woman’s gave me the creeps. Besides, what would I do with myself if I weren’t a fake psychic and scam deity?

Special Agent Haggerty sent a scowl my way. “I don’t recognize your getup, so maybe you better tell me what you are. And make it good—I haven’t had many laughs lately.”

I gave her my name. Then, with a flip of my lilac organdy shawl, which sent my drawstring bag swinging, I said, “I’m a direct descendant of the ancient Celtic goddess, Abnoba, the goddess of the hunt. She defied her parents and married the mortal, Froach. Though I’m part human, I retain all of my heavenly powers.”

Haggerty’s full lips twitched with amusement. “You don’t say? Funny, I seem to remember from my college mythology course that it was the goddess, Findabar, who married the mortal, Froach. But who’s keeping score?”

Obviously, she was. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t keep that goddess crap straight. Just my luck to run into the one person who could.

“I’m so many generations removed, I get confused,” I explained, before going into my usual patter. “Gods and goddesses do walk among us, you know. They take human form as camouflage.” Pure bunk, of course, but I had to insist on that. How else could I explain this goddess scam?

“Do they now?” Her blue eyes bore into me. “What do you want with us, Your Worship?” 

“I had a vision this morning,” I said. And I swayed a bit to emphasize it.

Haggerty tented her fingers and pressed them to her nose, obscuring her face, but not so much that I couldn’t read her cynical sneer. Let’s face it—on some level, we were the same, both too real world for this hocus-pocus, even if I had to hide my take on it.

I drew my slouching spine up and said with as much dignity as I could muster while wearing that dress, “In my vision, I saw actress Molly Claire taken by force by the men described as Molly’s
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