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MYSTIC

BY JONATHAN MABERRY

--1--

I see dead people.
Make a joke. Go ahead, people do.
Fuck ‘em.
I see dead people.
Not all of them. My life would be too crowded. Just

some. The ones who need to be seen.
The ones who need me to see them.

he diner’s name is Delta of Venus.
Most people think that’s a pun of some kind, or a

reference to Mississippi. It’s not. The owner’s name’s not
Venus. One of her girlfriend’s was. It’s like that.

I had my spot. Corner of the counter, close to the co�ee.
Out of the line of foot tra�c to the john. Quiet most of the
time. I dig the quiet. Kind of need it. My head is noisy
enough.



It was a Thursday night, deep into a slow week. The kind
of week Friday won’t make better and Saturday won’t
salvage. Me on my stool, last sip of my fourth or fifth cup of
co�ee, half a plate of meatloaf going cold. Reading The
Waste Land and wondering what kind of hell Eliot was in
when he wrote it. World War I was over and he wrote poetry
like the world was all for shit. Like he’d peeled back the
curtain and the great and powerful Oz was a sorry little
pedophile and Dorothy was going to have a bad night.
Depressing as fuck.

The co�ee was good. The day blew.
Eve, the evening waitress, was topping o� ketchup bottles

and not wasting either of our time on small talk. Not on a
Thursday like this. These kinds of days don’t bring out the
chattiness in anyone who’s paying attention. Outside, there
was a sad, slow rain and most of the people who came in
smelled like wet dogs.

Then she came in.
I saw the door open. Saw it in the shiny metal of the big

co�ee urn. Saw her come in. Watched her stand there for a
moment, not sure of what she was doing. Saw her look
around. Saw nobody else look back.

Saw her spot me. And know me. And chew her lip for a
moment before coming my way.

Little thing, no bigger than half a minute. Sixteen, maybe
seventeen. Slim as a promise. Pretty as a da�odil.

Lost and scared.
Looking for me.
People like her find me. I never ask how they heard of me.

In my line of work, the referral process is complicated. I get



most of my standard clients from asshole law firms like
Scarebaby and Twitch. Yeah, J. Heron Scarebaby and Iver
Twitch. Real names. Some people are that fucking unlucky,
and that dim that they won’t use a di�erent name for
business. Or, maybe it’s a matter of rats finding the right
sewer. Not sure, don’t care. They hire me for scut-work. Skip
traces, missing persons. Stu� like that. Pays the light bill,
buys me co�ee.

They hadn’t sent her, though. She found me a whole other
way.

I signaled Eve and tapped the rim of my co�ee cup with
the band of my wedding ring. Still wore the ring after all this
time. Married to the memory, I suppose. Eve topped me o�.

“Gimme a sec,” I said.
She looked around to see what was what. Looked scared

when she did it, which is fair enough. People are like that
around me. Then she found something intensely interesting
to do at the far end of the counter. Didn’t look my way again.

There were five other people in the Delta. Two were
regulars: a night watchman on the way to his midnight shift,
and Lefty Wright, who was always topping o� his Diet Coke
with liberal shots of Early Times. Neither of them would give
a cold, wet shit if a velociraptor walked in and ordered the
blue-plate special.

The other three were a gaggle of hipsters who must have
gone looking for one of those no-name clubs, or the kind of
dance party that’s only ever advertised by obscure Internet
posts. Probably got bad directions and brought i�y decision
making capabilities with them because they lingered here in
this part of town long enough to order pancakes at a place



like this. That, or they were hipster wannabes who thought
the Delta was retro cool. It’s not. And pretty soon they were
going to let common sense trump their peer pressure and
then they’d fade away.

That left me and the girl.
I didn’t turn, but I patted the red Naugahyde stool next to

me. Maybe it was the color that drew her eye. I’m pretty sure
it’s the only color people like her can see. That’s what one of
them told me. Just red, white, black and a lot of shades of
gray.

That’s fucked up.
The girl hesitated a moment longer, then she seemed to

come to a decision and came over. Didn’t make a sound.
She stopped and stood there, watching me as I watched

her in the steel mirror of the co�eemaker.
“It’s your dime, sweetheart,” I said.
She didn’t say anything.
I picked up the Tabasco sauce and shook it over the

meatloaf. Used enough of it to kill the taste. The specials sign
over the kitchen window doesn’t say what kind of meat is in
it, and I’m not brave enough to ask. I’m reasonably sure that
whatever it was ran on four legs. Beyond that, I wouldn’t
give Vegas odds on it being a cow or a pig.

“You want to sit down?” I asked.
Still nothing, so I turned and saw why.
Her face was as pale as milk. She wore too much makeup

and clearly didn’t know how to put it on. Little girl style—
too much of everything, none of the subtlety that comes with
experience. Glitter tube top and spandex micro mini.
Expensive shoes. Clothes couldn’t have been hers. Maybe an



older sister, maybe a friend who was more of a party girl.
They looked embarrassing on her. Sad.

She had one hoop earring in her right ear. The left earlobe
was torn. No earring. No other jewelry that I could see. No
purse, no phone, no rings. That one earring damn near broke
my heart.

“You know how this works?” I asked.
Nothing. Or, maybe a little bit of a nod.
“It’s a one way ticket, so you’d better be sure, kid.”
She lifted her hand to touch her throat. Long, pale throat.

Like a ballet dancer. She was a pretty kid, but she would have
been beautiful as a woman.

Would have been.
Her fingers brushed at a dark line that ran from just

under her left ear and went all the way around to her right.
She tried to say something. Couldn’t. The line opened like a
mouth and it said something obscene. Not in words. What
flowed from between the lips of that mouth was wet and in
the only color she could see.

She wanted to show me. She wanted me to see. She
needed me to understand.

I saw. And I understood.
Later, after she faded away and left me to my co�ee and

mystery meat, I stared at the floor where she stood. There
was no mark, no drops of blood. Nothing. Eve came back and
gave me my check. I tossed a ten down on a six-dollar tab
and shambled out into the night. Behind me I heard Eve call
goodbye.

“Night, Monk.”



I blew her a kiss like I always do. Eve’s a good gal. Nice.
Minds her own business. Keeps counsel with her own shit.
Two kids at home and she works double shifts most nights.
One of those quiet heroes who do their best to not let their
kids be like them. I liked her.

It was fifteen minutes past being able to go home and get
a quiet night’s sleep. The rain had stopped, so I walked for a
while, letting the night show me where to go. The girl hadn’t
been able to tell me, but that doesn’t matter. I’d seen her,
smelled the blood. Knew the scent.

Walked.
And walked.
Found myself midway up a back street, halfway between I

Don’t Know and Nobody Cares. Only a few cars by the curbs,
but they were stripped hulks. Dead as the girl. Most of the
houses were boarded up. Most of the boards had been pried
loose by junkies or thieves looking to strip out anything they
could. Copper pipes, wires, whatever. Couple of the houses
had been torn down, but the rubble hadn’t been hauled o�.

What the hell had that little girl been doing on a street
like this?

Fuck me.
I had a pocket flashlight on my keychain and used it to

help me find the spot.
It was there. A dark smudge on the sidewalk. Even from

ten feet away I knew it was what I was looking for. There
were footprints all over the place, pressed into the dirt,
overlapping. Car tire tracks, too. The rain had wiped most of
it away, smeared a lot of the rest, but it was there to be read.
If I looked hard enough I’d probably find the flapping ends of



yellow crime scene tape, ‘cause they never clean that stu�
up. Not completely, and not in a neighborhood like this.
Whole fucking area’s a crime scene. Still in progress, too, for
the most part.

Doesn’t matter. That’s me bitching.
I knelt by the smudge. That was what mattered.
It was dried. Red turns to brown as the cells thicken and

die. Smell goes away, too. At first, it’s the stink of freshly
sheared copper, then it’s sweet, then it’s gone. Mostly gone.
I can always find a trace. A whi�.

And it was hers. Same scent. If I was a poet like Eliot
maybe I’d call it the perfume of innocence. Something corny
like that. I’m not, so I don’t. It’s just blood. Even the rain
couldn’t wash it away.

I squatted there for a few minutes, listening to water drip
from the old buildings. Letting the smells sink in deep
enough so I could pin them to the walls of my head.

Back in the day, before I went o� to play soldier, before I
ditched that shit and went bumming along the pilgrim road
trying to rewire my brain, smells never used to mean much.
That changed. First time I didn’t die when an IED blew my
friends to rags, I began to pay attention. Death smells
di�erent than life. Pain has its own smell.

So does murder.
I stopped being able to not pay attention, if you can dig

that. I lost the knack for turning away and not seeing.
There was a monk in Nepal who told me I had a gift. A

crazy lady down in a shack near a fish camp in bayou country
told me I had a curse. They were talking about the same
thing. They’re both right, I suppose.



A priest in a shitty church in Nicaragua told me I had a
calling. I told him that maybe it was more like a mission. He
thought about it and told me I was probably right. We were
drinking in the chapel. That’s all that was left of the church.
They don’t call them Hellfire missiles for nothing.

The girl had come to me. Couldn’t say what she wanted
because of what they’d done to her. Didn’t matter. She said
enough.

I dug my kit out of my jacket pocket, unzipped it.
Uncapped a little glass vial, took the cork o� the scalpel and
spent two minutes scraping as much of the blood as I could
get into the vial. Then I removed the bottle of holy water,
filled the dropper and added seven drops. Always seven, no
more, no less. That’s the way it works, and I don’t need to
fuck with it. Then I put everything away, zipped up the case
and stood. My knees creaked. I’m looking at forty close
enough to read the fine print. My knees are older than that.

Spent another forty minutes poking around, but I knew I
wasn’t going to find anything the cops hadn’t. They’re pretty
good. Lots of experience with crime scenes around here.
They even catch the bad guys sometimes.

Not this time, though, or the girl wouldn’t have come to
me.

It’s all about the justice.
The vial was the only thing that didn’t go back into the

case. That was in my pants pocket. It weighed nothing, but it
was fifty fucking pounds heavy. It made me drag my feet all
the way to the tattoo parlor.
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