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      Being a private investigator isn’t a bad gig.

      I get to work for myself.  Be my own boss.  I get to keep my own hours, I get to decide which clients I take on—or not—and if I sleep through my alarm there’s no one to kick my ass for being late for work.  There’s no retirement plan, of course, and no dental insurance, but there’s other perks.  Like staying up as late as you want and eating ice cream for dinner.  What other job lets you do this, huh?

      Which is the positive spin I’m putting on sitting in the driver’s seat of my 1968 Mustang, in the middle of Detroit’s lower East Side until two-thirty in the morning, waiting for a suspect to drag himself home from whatever bar he’s been drinking in.

      Well.  I didn’t say it was all fun and excitement.  But at least there’s ice cream.

      The pint of Moo-Berry Swirl is from the corner store and it was either this or a microwaveable burrito that included something in the list of ingredients called ‘interesterified fat.’  I don’t have any idea what that is, and I try not to eat things I can’t identify, so naturally I went for the ice cream.

      Hey.  A girl’s got to eat.

      I’ve got to make a living, too, and say what you will about little old Sidney Stone, but I earn my money.  Sitting here, staring out through my windshield at a row of apartment buildings for six hours straight may not qualify as the best Friday night I’ve ever spent in my life, but sometimes my job is to just sit still.  Sometimes, the job is standing up.  Sometimes it’s even fighting.  I’ve got the training and the skills to hold my own, but I try to avoid that.  I get paid the same for trading punches with some jerk as I do for sitting and watching a house, and of the two I’d much rather get paid for sitting right here, with the seat back, and chocolate ice cream melting on my tongue.

      Actually, if I’m being honest, I didn’t really need to take this job.  I don’t need the money at the moment thanks to another client who is paying me really, really well.  Better than my usual fee, that’s for sure, because the work I’m doing for him isn’t my usual sort of work.  Li Qiang Chen—or Arnie, as he likes to be called—is paying for more than just the best private investigator in the city.  He’s paying for me to be discreet.  I’m always discreet with all of my clients, but Chen wants Discretion, with a capital ‘D.’

      Understandable, considering who he is.

      Or rather, what he is.  Honestly I don’t know what he is.  I just know he isn’t human.

      Don’t laugh.  There’s more things out there than any of us know about.  One of my best friends is a genie, after all.  As for what Chen is… yeah.  I don’t know.

      With a sigh, I stick another spoonful of vanilla-chocolaty goodness into my mouth.  That was a puzzle I’d have to untangle sooner rather than later.  I’ve already been working on his case for weeks now and I have to admit, for a woman of my talent and my to-die-for hips, I haven’t gotten very far with it.  His case… is complicated.

      It’s also not my concern right now.  Tonight, my only concern is watching the front apartment in the two-story walk-up across the street.  This parking spot is ideal for watching the door over there, with the streetlights shining down to illuminate the entire stretch of sidewalk.  The upstairs apartment has its entrance in the rear, so the only person using that front door will be Jacob Demers.  The very guy I’m waiting for.  Should be any minute now.  If he’s alone, my whole night has been wasted.

      But…if he’s got a woman with him, then I’ve got my man.  So to speak.

      Okay, so catching a husband cheating on his wife with another woman isn’t the most glamorous thing in the world.  I’ve done them before, lots of times, and I always come away feeling a little dirty.  The only plus side is they don’t usually take very long to wrap up because no matter how sly a man thinks he is, when he’s thinking with his little head, they always make mistakes.  When you get led around by your crotch, you wind up falling on your face.

      Heh.  That’s pretty good.  I should put that on a bumper sticker.

      Anyway.  Cheating husband cases like this one are quick and easy.  Just take a few explicit photos of the guy doing things he shouldn’t, maybe get a name on the other woman, and you’re done.  Collect your paycheck and walk away.  Or, in this case, collect the two cases of Motor City Pale Ale I agreed on for my payment.  Like I said, I didn’t need the money.  This one I’m doing as a favor for a friend.

      According to my new smartwatch, which I bought with Mister Chen’s sizeable retainer, it’s now 2:13 in the morning.  My ice cream’s gone with that one last bite, and I… am… so… bored!  Maybe there’s something good on the radio…

      Oh wait.

      Here comes somebody.  Finally.

      In one, two, three…

      A guy and a woman come into view when I reach the end of my count, and the guy’s wearing a Detroit Tigers windbreaker just like I was told he would be, and the woman…well, she probably should be wearing more than she is.  The clouds have rolled in and there’s rain in the air and this close to the Great Lakes, that always means a cold night.  That black dress is only just barely decent.  If the hem was any higher, I’d be able to see the color of her panties.  If she’s wearing any.  Hard to tell with the way that ass is swinging.  Those six-inch heels sure weren’t made for dancing, though.  They’re meant to be taken off, just like the rest of the platinum blonde’s wardrobe.

      That’s my guy.  Mister Jacob Demers.  And that woman, hanging on his arm, is most certainly not his wife.  Not just because his wife is currently in California visiting her sick mother.  Even if I hadn’t known that, I would know this isn’t his wife.  There’s a certain way that a man walks next to a woman he expects to take to bed.  A stiffness in his back.  A swagger in his step.  A cockiness that he’s going to do something he knows he shouldn’t do.  A possessiveness that says this is mine, get your own.

      It’s easy to spot once you’ve seen it once or twice and that’s what I’m seeing from Jacob over there.  He’s a guy who expects to get his rocks off.

      And yes, I knew he was coming before I saw him.  I always know when something, or someone is coming, but only three seconds ahead of time.  My future-sense.  It’s my gift.  Or it’s a curse, depending on how you look at it.  I’ve had it since birth, so I’m used to it now.  It’s kind of like living my life on fast forward, all the time.  I can’t tell you what next week’s winning Lotto numbers are going to be, but I can tell you if the milk’s turned sour just before I smell it.  And I can tell when someone’s about to walk into a streetlight that I’m staring at.

      Oh, did I say I always know what’s coming?  Maybe that’s an overstatement.  There’re exceptions to the rule.  We’ll get to those later.

      Right now I need to focus.  Leaning all the way back in my seat, I slip my cellphone up above the lip of the window, camera app open and the flash off, and snap several photos.  It wasn’t until the turn of the century, around the year 2000, that phones could do this.  Before that, a hard-working private investigator had to buy a five-thousand-dollar digital camera setup that didn’t have half the resolution of the images a modern cellphone can capture.

      Gotchya.

      When they go inside, I sit up and scroll through the gallery of the shots I just took.  You always have to make sure you got the evidence before you drive away.  Yup.  This’ll do it.  There’s a couple of nice ones of the woman’s face, even.  She’s pretty.  I mean, I’m no slouch.  Athletic body, honey-blonde hair layered just so down to the nape of my neck, the kind of legs that make a man look twice.  That’s me, but this woman is gorgeous.  I can see why she could hook any man she wanted.  Even the married ones.

      There’s plenty of good photos of Jacob in there, too.  The bastard isn’t going to be able to talk his way out of this one with his wife.  The woman might be pretty, but that’s no excuse for putting his manhood where it doesn’t belong.

      So that’s it.  All I have to do is send these photos to my friend, who happens to be the brother of Jacob’s wife, and then everybody will know for a fact what a cheating slimeball this guy is.  My job here is done.

      Okay.  Yes, I know he’s in there right now ‘getting busy’ with a woman who isn’t his wife, and yeah that’s wrong, but it’s not my job to stop him.  Adultery is still a felony level crime in Michigan, but I’m also not the morality police.  My only part in all of this was to get proof of the affair so my friend can finally convince his sister to leave this guy.  Well, I’ve done that.  Now I get to go home, and finally get some rest.  And some real food.  And some decent coffee…

      Wait.

      A light flicked on inside Jacob’s apartment, and now I can see the two of them standing, holding each other close, apparently not worried about who might be looking in from this side of the glass.  Yeah, that’s going to get hot and heavy real quick.

      Or worse.

      In a future flash, I could see that sensual moment turning into something very nasty.

      Sometimes seeing things ahead of time sucks.  It’s just three seconds.  In three seconds, you can dodge a bullet.  You can duck a punch.  You can keep from stepping on a rusty nail and ruining your whole day.  Stuff like that is good, and it’s helped me out more times than I care to admit throughout my life.

      Three seconds is not, however, enough time to run across the street and up the front steps and into their apartment to stop Jacob from smacking his girlfriend across her face.

      Damn it.

      All I could do was watch it happen.  The woman stumbles from the blow and falls to the floor.  Jacob bends over her, and I can’t hear it but I can see from his face that he’s shouting at her now.  He’s angry about something.

      I also know there’s worse coming.  Another punch.  Maybe more.  The girlfriend’s night is going to get progressively worse, three seconds at a time.

      I’m not the police.  It’s not my job to help her.  It’s not my job to save her.

      Maybe not my job, but it is my responsibility, just like it’s everyone’s responsibility to step in when they see violence like this.

      This time I don’t hesitate.  I’m out of my Mustang and flying across the street, ignoring the blaring horn of a taxi that had to pump its brakes to avoid making me into a hood ornament.  There’s four steps at the front and I take them all in one leap.  I put my hand on the doorknob, meaning to twist it open and throw myself in there.  I stop before I even bother to try.

      It’s locked.  I could see a future flash of myself trying it and being denied.  No sense in wasting the time to try something when the future has already shown me it isn’t going to work.

      Thankfully, there’s more than one way to open a door.

      Pro tip.  To break through a door, you have to separate the locking mechanism from the door jamb.  This requires a lot of force to be applied just to the side of the doorknob.  Some people accomplish this by ramming their shoulder against the door in this spot again and again until something breaks—either the door, or their shoulder.

      I prefer a much more direct approach.

      Bracing a hand on the stair rail I lift my right knee up to my chest and launch my foot straight forward, right on target, and I’m rewarded with a loud crack as the door casing breaks apart into splinters.

      Now I can hear the woman’s screams as they cut short behind the smack of another blow.

      Around the corner from the entryway I find the both of them, Jacob standing over her, his knuckles bleeding, the woman on the floor with one arm raised up defensively and blood leaking from her cracked lip.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” she blubbers over and over again through her tears.  I can’t imagine what she could have done that would make this her fault.  Nothing, that’s what.  There’s nothing she could have done to deserve this.

      Jacob looks over at me when he hears the door come crashing in, and I can hear the idiotic question he’s about to ask with my future-sense before the words even leave his mouth.

      Who the hell are you?

      “Who the hell are—?”

      “I’m your girlfriend’s ride,” I cut him off.  There’s no need to let him finish when we both know what he’s about to ask.

      He snarls at me, rubbing at his sore hand.  “She didn’t call for no ride.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure she didn’t, but I’m still taking her out of here.  I’ll let her decide about pressing charges on you but in the meantime, I’m going to get her someplace safe.  Which is basically anywhere but here.”

      Jacob blinks at me, trying to figure out what’s happening.  “You a cop?  You going to arrest me, officer?  Is that it?”

      “No, I’m not the police.  I’m just someone who was, um, nearby when I saw—”

      “Then buzz off.”  This time, he interrupts me.  “This is a private matter between me and Jolene.  Ain’t that right, Jolene?”

      The woman on the floor looks at me with pleading eyes, but she nods as she pushes herself up to a sitting position.  “Yes.  He’s right.  I’m sorry.  I’m sorry, Jacob.  I don’t know what I did to make you so angry, but I won’t do it ever again and I promise I won’t tell your wife—”

      “Shut up!” Jacob roars, not wanting any of that out in the open.

      His hand whips back again, and this time his fingers are curled into a fist.

      I don’t need to tell you what I see coming in the next three seconds.  I’m sure you get the idea.

      Besides.  I stopped it before it happened.

      I am across the floor in two steps, my arm hooking his at the elbow as he tries to hit the woman—Jolene—again.  Using his own momentum against him I swing him around and unbalance him, which lets me toss him over onto a very comfortable looking blue sofa.  He looks up at me from that position, completely baffled by what just happened.  The Marines trained me to fight insurgents in the Middle East.  One abusive, cheating husband doesn’t stand a chance.

      A flash of something in his hand.

      He gets up in an explosive rush, shouting an unintelligent string of profanities in my general direction while his hand goes to a leather belt pouch with a snap closure at his side.  When it’s open, he takes out the thing I saw him holding in my future flash.

      A knife with a short handle and a double-sided blade.

      What an idiot.

      If he’s going to take this up a notch, then so am I.  Smirking at him, getting a perverse sense of pleasure from slapping this abuser around, I reach around to the small of my back and the concealed holster tucked into my waistband.  My .38 revolver has never failed me, not from the day I first purchased it.  Sometimes I think it’s a better shot than I am.

      And I’m a damned good shot.

      Maybe this guy can tell that, or maybe he just knows that old adage about bringing a knife to a gunfight.  Whichever it is he’s at least got the good sense to drop the blade to the rug.  He doesn’t make any move to stop Jolene from coming over to stand behind me, either.

      “We’re leaving,” I tell him.  “Don’t try to stop us.”

      “Yeah,” he says.  “Yeah, sure.  Whatever.  Take the bitch and go.  There’s a dozen just like her in every bar.  Besides, we didn’t do nothing.  You can’t prove I did nothing with that bitch.”

      I take half a step forward and punctuate my glare with the barrel of my gun.  “Apologize, and tell her you didn’t mean it.”

      His eyes go very wide as his hands come flying up defensively.  “Okay, okay, I’m sorry!  I’m sorry!”

      “Say you’re sorry,” I clarify, “for calling her a bitch.”

      “I’m sorry I called her a bitch!  I didn’t mean it.  Just don’t shoot me.  Don’t shoot me!”

      Reaching behind me without taking my eyes off Jacob, I find Jolene’s hand.  “Come on.  This man isn’t going to bother you anymore.  We’re leaving.”

      “Um.  Yes.  Okay,” she says in a small voice.  “Yes, please.  I want to go.  I…um.  Can I ask a question?”

      “Of course.  You’re in control now.”

      I feel her fingers tighten around mine.  “Who are you?”

      “My name is Sidney Stone.  I’m a private investigator.”

      “Sidney?” she asks, her voice braver with every word.  “Isn’t that a boy’s name?”
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      I have a pretty good working relationship with the police.  Well.  Most of the police.  That’s very important for someone in my line of work.

      And by ‘good working relationship’ what I mean is the Detroit Police Department hasn’t tried to arrest me in several months.  I mean, that’s progress, right?

      My good friend Christian Caine is a detective on the force.  He helps me out, when he can, by hiring me on as a consultant when his caseload gets too high.  The police department has a slush fund to hire informants and private investigators like me when they need the help.  In the past I’ve really appreciated the extra income.  Now, thanks to Arnie Chen, I don’t really need his handouts.  We still hang out but now it’s just for fun.  Not that I wouldn’t still help him out if he ever asked me to.  I owe him.  No, it’s more than that.  I love the guy.

      Not like that.  It isn’t anything like that.

      This isn’t a modern-day romance novel and I sure ain’t no Charley Davidson, with apologies to Darynda Jones because I actually like reading her mystery novels in the First Grave on the Right series—when I have time to read books.  Sure, her character has a boy’s name just like me, so I can certainly relate to that, but Charley’s a curvy brunette with golden eyes and a little tattoo on her shoulder blade.  Me, I’m a honey-blonde with blue eyes and the lean, toned body of an ex-Marine.

      See?  It’s a totally different thing.  We might be about the same age and we might both have a similar affinity for sarcasm, but Charley’s married to the son of Satan and I’m comfortably single.  Well.  Mostly comfortable.

      Plus you’ll never see my tattoo unless I want you to.  So there.

      Anyway, Chris is just coming over for dinner tonight and then to hang out to watch some movies.  It’s not a date, it’s just two good friends getting together to relax and unwind.  I may have bargained with my life in order to save Chris from dying—long story—but I’m not all googly eyes over him.  I know he doesn’t think of me that way, either.  Besides.  I already have a man waiting for me at home.

      Yes.  My life is just that complicated.  Spend some time with me, and all you get is chaos.  It’s the good kind of chaos, though.  Promise.

      Home for me is a little place on the top floor of a three-story apartment building not far from Downtown Detroit.  One bedroom, one bathroom, and an open area with a half-wall separating the living room from the kitchen-slash-dining room.  It’s never been much, but it’s home.  It’s also where I have my office.  A girl’s got to cut expenses when you live in a city like Detroit.  This place has been on the edge of a “renaissance” since the early 2000s.  Every mayor since that time has promised it’s going to start with him.  Google it, if you don’t believe me.

      Tonight, I’m not concerned about the state of the local economy.  I’m not worried about my lack of progress on Mister Chen’s case.  I’m not worried about finding a new job for myself either, for a change.  The only thing on my mind right now is a nice pork roast and some good time with friends.

      “You sure he won’t mind cooking?” Chris asks me, and not for the first time.

      The elevator dings to let us out on the third floor, and I punch him in his shoulder playfully.  His biceps are like rock, and the guy only works out about twice a month.  Jerk.  “Yes, Chris.  I’m sure Harry doesn’t mind doing the cooking.  He’s actually really good at it.”

      “I mean, I’m an extra mouth to feed and I always feel like I’m putting the guy out.”

      I look up into his hazel eyes, into that broad face with its strong jaw and high cheekbones and chocolate brown skin tone.  His expression of worry for how much work Harry might be putting into tonight’s dinner is almost comical.  “Chris, this guy is a genie.  All he does is snap his fingers or tug his earlobe and poof, there’s dinner.  I’m hoping for some of that amazing coffee that he makes, too.”

      “Yeah, I do like his coffee.”

      The way he says it is the same way a kid will tell you they still like Jell-O even after finding out it’s made from cow and pig bones.  Yeah it’s still delicious, but…ew.  His nose is wrinkled, and his eyes are maybe a little wider than usual.  I can’t blame him, I guess.  I mean, it took me a while to get used to Harry.  The fact that he creates this amazing Turkish coffee out of thin air is…well, it’s freaking amazing if you ask me.  But Chris only just found out about this a few weeks ago.  It takes time for some people to accept something this amazing.

      For a girl like me who always sees her future rushing at her, maybe all this paranormal stuff comes a little easier.  I know weird things exist.  I know ‘normal’ is all in how you look at it.  I also know that there’s supernatural things out there that you didn’t learn about in school.  I guess nothing can surprise me anymore.

      Like Mister Chen, for instance.  Normal people don’t have eyes that can burst into flame.  Whatever he is, he definitely fits squarely into the ‘supernatural’ category.

      “Hey.”  Chris snaps his fingers in front of my face.  “Earth to Sid.  Where’d you go?”

      “What?  Oh.  Uh, sorry.  I was just thinking about a, um, case of mine.”

      He stuffs his hands into the pockets of his jeans while we walk down the hallway to my apartment.  “Must be some case.  You looked like you were a million miles away there for a second.”

      When he’s working at his job as a detective with the Detroit Police Department, Chris is always dressed in a suit and a tie.  That’s the professional side of him.  He only puts on things like jeans and that sweater shirt under his brown trucker jacket when he’s off duty and kicking around with friends.  Like me.

      He’s off duty now, but he’s always a cop, and there’s things about my life I can’t tell him.

      I haven’t told him about Mister Chen, or the job he has me doing of looking for a statue that was stolen from hm.  It’s not because he’s some sort of paranormal entity who scares the living crap out of me—although it’s mostly that.  It’s also because Chen is one of the biggest names in underworld crime here in Detroit.  I know Chris well enough to know his cop principles would get all twisted up in a bunch if he knew I was working for a crook.

      Hey, I’m a good person, but like I said, I’m not the police.  I have my reasons for agreeing to work for Chen.

      “It’s just something I’m working on,” is what I decide to tell him, imitating him by pushing my hands down into the pockets of my khakis.  “No shop talk when we’re just hanging out, remember?  That’s our rule.”

      “Yeah, yeah.  I know.  This is just another normal night out with a good friend and her genie.”

      “He’s not my property, Chris.  I don’t own him.  He’s my friend, just like you.”

      “Right. That’s what I meant.  Cut me some slack, okay?  This is a learning curve for me.  There isn’t exactly a Ted Talk I can watch to understand all this.”

      We laugh, because he always makes me laugh with just the right thing to say.  I don’t think he’s even trying to be funny half of the time.  He’s just being him.  It would be nice if more guys could figure out how to do that.  Maybe then I’d date more.

      Somewhere in that tangle of thoughts I have a flash of my neighbor opening her door across the hall, standing there, glaring in my direction.

      When I look up, there she is.  Standing, and glaring.  Mrs. Peggerly is a nice enough woman on her better days.  At least, she’s never given me any problems.  Her face usually wrinkles up with a smile and a friendly greeting.  Her gray eyes usually sparkle with humor and a bit of gossip from around the neighborhood that she’s just dying to share.

      Of course, that was before I had to shoot at a bad guy through my apartment door.  The blast went through my walls, across the hallway, and poked several small holes in the wall on her side which did not sit well with her at all.  I’d had my shotgun loaded with birdshot at the time so when the pellets reached her side, they had already expended most of their energy.  The building super covered the worst of it with a little epoxy and some paint, and you’d never even know it happened, but she’s still mad at me.  I remember her screaming at me the day after it happened, going on and on about how I could have killed her.  I tried to explain to her that no, I could not have killed her, because birdshot doesn’t have that kind of punch-through power, and that’s exactly why I use it for home defense in the first place.  The city of Detroit has no problem with it, I pointed out.

      She didn’t want to hear it.

      So I smile at her now, all sugary sweet, and give her a little wave with my fingers.  “Hi, Mrs. Peggerly.  Lovely day, isn’t it?”

      She actually huffs at me, and storms back into her apartment, slamming the door with more bang than I would have thought a woman her age could manage.

      “Wo-o-ow,” Chris drawls in disbelief.  “Some people just can’t let things go, can they?”

      See?  He always knows just the right thing to say.

      Above my door, my business sign hangs from its metal rod.  “Stone Investigations” it says.  Simple and easy to see.  Never know when someone’s going to need help.  That survived the blast from my shotgun without a scratch.  Which is another sore point with Mrs. Peggerly.

      My apartment isn’t locked.  I used to lock it all the time, with the deadbolt in place for good measure.  You can’t be too careful when you live in a city.  When you live anywhere, actually, but especially not in a place like Detroit that has routinely been ranked among the country’s top three most dangerous places to live.  In 2017, two hundred and sixty-seven people were murdered here.  You don’t just go leaving your home unprotected in a place like this.

      Unless you have a genie waiting for you at home.

      As soon as we’re inside, Chris and I can smell the mouthwatering aroma of roast pork, roast potatoes, and steamed vegetables, and cutting through it all is the nutty tang of coffee like you’ve never had in your life.  Harry makes the absolute best Turkish coffee in traditional copper pots.  It’s a whole process that starts with cold water and ends with him serving it steaming hot with white foam on top.  He’s spoiled me for regular coffee, I can tell you that.

      “Greetings, my lady!” my genie friends booms out loudly in a sonorous, smooth Middle Eastern accent.  His heavy arms sweep out wide, and his smile could light up the North Pole at midnight on Christmas Eve.  He’s a big guy, looming nearly seven feet tall, barrel chested and bulky with muscle in all the right places—all the right places—and he can fill a room with his presence without even trying.

      I’m lucky to count him as my friend.

      “Harry, you always know right when to put the coffee on the table.”  There are three small cups waiting for us, one to a place setting, and I can see the steam rising off each one.  “Still hot?  Nice!”

      “As I have told you, my lady, I always know when you are near.”  Then his smile slips, and his arms drop to his sides, as his eyes slide over to Chris.  “And I see our company is here.”

      Chris is staring at him.  He always does, every time he comes over.  That doesn’t stop him from feeling peeved at the tone in Harry’s words.  “Yeah, I’m here.  I was invited, just like you knew I was.”

      “How nice for you,” Harry mutters before turning his back to put the finishing touches on the dinner.

      Chris sighs in a way that makes it obvious he’s got more to say, but he’s saving it for later.  He’s got a thousand different kinds of sighs and each one is just as expressive as words.  I’ve seen him in enough situations to pretty much know one from the other.

      I know where he’s coming from this time.  I decided to let Chris in on the big secret of Harris the genie—Harry for short—because I thought it would make it easier to have both of my best friends be able to talk to each other.  Chris had picked up on how weird my life was getting.  He’s not stupid, and when I began doing things like zipping halfway across the city in a matter of seconds, he got suspicious.

      As it turns out, things have never really clicked for these two.  They’re always pushing on each other, like little boys in a schoolyard trying to prove who’s tougher.  Seriously, I don’t know why they think they have to show off around me so much.  I’ve come this close to telling them both to put their rulers away maybe a dozen times, because nobody wants to see that measuring contest…

      But an image of just how big twelve inches is pops into my head.  Ahem.  Some things are better left unsaid.

      Ahem.

      “Smells great, Harry,” I tell him, intentionally changing the subject.  “Um.  The food, I mean.  The food smells good.  Let’s eat.”

      I kick my sneakers off and step around the half wall that separates the entryway from the kitchen area.  The living room finishes off the rest of the short open space out here, before you get to the hallway that leads to my bathroom and bedroom, and that’s all there is to the whole apartment.  No room for a pool table, plenty of room to kick back on the sofa later and watch a movie with Chris and Harry.  After we eat, of course.  I’m starving.

      Harry served us all, loading our plates with slices of pork drenched in gravy and sides of red potatoes and whole green beans.  That “Kiss The Cook” apron of his looks comically small tied around his strapping physique but he loves it, so I don’t say anything.  At least he started wearing more modern clothes than the ones he showed up wearing when he first appeared in my apartment.  A vest and baggy gold pants will never, ever come back in style.  Thankfully I’ve talked him into cargo pants and a polo shirt that has some kind of crest logo over his heart.  I couldn’t talk him out of those hoop earrings, though, or those copper wrist cuffs with the intricate designs drawn into the metal.  His long black hair is luxurious and flows down to his shoulders now that he keeps it loose, instead of bound up in a topknot.

      My biggest accomplishment was getting him to stop putting black guyliner around his eyes.  After explaining to him what it meant to be ‘Goth,’ he decided the deep brown of his skin looked better au natural.  I agree with him.  He is a gorgeous man, who happens to have magic powers, and who I happen to live with.

      I think you can see why it took me so long to tell Chris about Harry.

      “How’s my goldfish?” I ask him after several wonderful bites of food.  “Did he give you any trouble?”

      “None at all,” he answers without missing a beat.  “I fed him and took him for a walk this afternoon.”

      The fork in Chris’s hand pauses on the way to his mouth.  He looks from Harry, to me.  “You took the goldfish…for a walk.  You guys are joking, right?”

      I glance over at Harry, both of us chewing our food with silent little smirks.  I break down and start laughing first.  “Told you he’d fall for it.  Walking a goldfish?  Dear God, Chris, how do you think Harry would do that?  Pull Spot’s fishbowl around the block on a string?”

      Now Harry’s laughing too, putting his fork down to slap his hand against the edge of the table with great humor.  Spot is a great fish.  I’ve had him for going on ten years now, which is just about as long as a fish can live in captivity, and I know he can do anything any other fish could.  The one thing he can’t do is walk.

      “Well, I didn’t know,” Chris says defensively, which only makes the whole thing funnier.

      I try to hold it in but my eyes start watering and the food I just swallowed is stuck in my throat and to avoid doing a spit take right here at the table I have to reach for my coffee cup and swallow back half of it even as it scalds my tongue.

      “Oh, Chris.  Oh, Chris, Chris, Chris.  Dude, you are too much!”

      “Perhaps,” Harry jokes, “Chris would like me to walk a potted plant for him?  After I am finished walking your goldfish, of course.  Oh, and the couch.  And the refrigerator.”

      My laughter was almost under control until he said that.  “Refrigerator!  Oh, wow!  I haven’t heard that one in forever.  Excuse me, sir, is your refrigerator running?  Well you better go catch it!”

      That’s a kid’s joke from forever ago, and when Chris hears it, he starts laughing with me, finally.  I lean over, and take his hand in mine, and hold on for dear life as the laughter takes my breath away.  It feels good.  It feels really, really good.

      Harry, for his part, just looks confused.  They didn’t have things like refrigerators back in the late twentieth century, B.C., back when he was still a human being.  Before he was turned into the genie he is today.

      “I’ll explain it to you later, big guy,” I promise.

      “Hmm.  I should hope so.”  He leans back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest.  “The joke was supposed to be on Chris for thinking I walked a fish, not on me.”

      “For all I knew,” Chris says, twirling his fork in a circle, “walking your pet fish was something magical beings do.”

      “People of Magic,” I explain to Chris.  “That’s what we call someone who is magically endowed.”

      “No one calls us that,” Harry says in a level voice.

      “Well, I do.  It’s just easier.  Like, Person of Color, or Person of Interest.”

      “Nobody,” he repeats, “uses that phrase.”

      “Except me,” I say cheerfully.  “I’m thinking of trademarking it.”

      “Yes.  No one uses it, my lady, except you.”  He gives me a wink, and I figure that’s a win for me.

      Chris is watching us, his head swinging back and forth like it’s a tennis match.  “Okay, so using magic is a genie thing?”

      And that brings the mood at the table right down again as Harry sits up straighter, the flecks of gold in his deep brown eyes sparking.  “A genie thing?”

      “Yeah.  Oh, sorry.  Is that like…racist or something?”

      Racist or something…  I heard it with my future-sense before he said it but too late to do anything about it.  You’d think, being a black cop in the middle of the Midwest would make him a lot more sensitive to that issue but…there it was.  I clear my throat, hoping it’ll be enough warning for Chris to change the subject.  It isn’t.

      “I mean,” he says, stumbling even further into the hole he’s digging for himself, “how am I supposed to know?  It’s like, you make all this amazing food, and this incredible coffee, all out of thin air.  You live in that twelve-by-twelve area rug spread out in Sidney’s living room and I have exactly zero idea how you manage to fit in there.  You’re huge as it is, Harry.  Is there some sort of Big and Tall store for genies?  No way are those pants off the rack.”

      I cringe, and set my silverware down, waiting for whatever comes next.  Harry’s sensitive about not being human anymore, and certain things set him in a foul mood.  Chris just managed to push all the hot button topics, all at once.

      So, here’s the thing I’ve learned about this power of mine that I’ve had since birth.  I can see everything that’s coming three seconds in advance.  Everything, as it turns out, except anything having to do with People of Magic.  I can’t hear what Harry’s going to say next.  I can’t see what he’s going to do next.  Nothing.  Nada.  That’s what has been hardest to get used to about having him in my life.  Suddenly being unable to know what the future holds—even if it was just with Harry—was like suddenly not being able to use my right hand.  Sure, I have another hand and it works just fine, but let’s face it.  Not using both hands to do things would be awkward for you, right?  Same with me, and not being able to use my future-sense with everyone around me.

      Right now, I can’t even guess what Harry’s thinking about Chris’s little joke about his size.  I’m picturing everything from plates of food getting thrown across the room, to Harry snapping his fingers to fill Chris’s underwear with scorpions, to the two of them challenging each other to step outside, to…

      Harry bursts out laughing even harder than we had before, and when he slams his palm down on the table this time, the plates actually bounce.

      Well.  I didn’t see that coming.

      “Ha!” he booms.  “That was a fine jest, Christopher Caine.  I haven’t had this much fun in centuries.  My friends and I used to sit around a table and share our meal together when I was a young boy.  It feels good to find that camaraderie once again.”

      Chris sits back in his chair, probably relieved that his joking had been taken in the spirit it was meant.  “It’s all in good fun, right?”

      “Yes.  Yes!”  Harry slaps his hands together, still chuckling.

      Just as I’m about to steer the conversation in another direction, he leans forward, eyes on Chris, and snaps his fingers.

      Above Chris’s plate a huge, round slice of roast pork pops into being, quivering around its edges, dripping gravy…and then it drops like a heavy wet blanket over the rest of his food.

      Plop.

      “That,” Harry says, “is a ‘genie thing.’  Food from thin air.  Let me know how it tastes.”

      His smile is wicked now as he goes back to eating his own food.  Maybe he’s a little more sensitive about his size than I realized.

      Chris stares down at the new slice of meat, and even though it’s cooked to the same sizzling perfection as the others, and even though it isn’t moving or doing anything suspicious, he ever so carefully pushes his plate away, just in case.  I give him a look that says don’t-be-stupid-it’s-just-a-piece-of-pork, but he shrugs and picks up his coffee instead.  Some people just aren’t ready to think about where their food comes from.

      The rest of the meal goes fine, although Harry starts humming to himself quite a bit, casting glances over at Chris’s plate, like he’s very pleased.  I’m going to need to have a talk with him later about taking it easy with the magic poofing, until Chris is more used to all this.  I mean, I’ll have to talk to Chris, too, about being a little more sensitive to Harry’s feelings.  I really want these two to get along.  The two men in my life shouldn’t feel the need to walk on eggshells around each other.

      After a dessert of fresh-baked apple tarts, Harry and I start clearing away the dishes.  “What have you got planned for us to watch tonight?” Chris asks me.

      I notice the way Harry sort of stops, his back to us, his ears pricked up like he’s listening without trying to make it obvious.  The dishes he was carrying drop into the sink a little harder than they need to.  The food leftovers, mostly from Chris’s plate, have all disappeared, of course.  Harry makes cleaning up easy.  I still make him do the dishes by hand, because even I’m a little uneasy with him just making the dirt poof away.  That’s not clean in my mind.

      “The movie tonight is a classic,” I say, wrapping up the rest of the Italian bread in plastic.  “I’ve got What Lies Beneath on the DVR all ready to go.”

      “Hmm,” he says with a frown.  “Not sure I know that one.”

      “Harrison Ford and Michelle Pfeiffer,” I tell him.  “She’s the lead, and she finds out the neighbor is…well, you’ll see.  She basically kicks everyone’s ass.”

      “Oh, no wonder you like it.”

      In the sink, the dishes crash together a second time, even though they were already in there.  It’s like Harry levitated them all up a few inches only to drop them back down again, on purpose.  It makes me jump, and it’s moments like this that I really hate not being able to use my future-sense on him.

      I look over, and I’m sure Harry can feel the
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