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      Ever since the accident that cost him his job on the Seattle police force, Kevin Quinn has been living with psychic abilities he refers to as the ‘gift that keeps on taking’.

      His attempts to use his talents to help the police have met with limited success.  Yet, when teenage boys start going missing from the beach cities of Southern California, Kevin gets on a plane.

      Connor Dougal has every reason to believe all psychics are fakes and charlatans.   He’s still numb from the disappearance of his first love, a boy who went missing ten years earlier.  Everything he aspires to is a direct result of that tragedy, even the acquisition of his detective shield.  The irony of having to babysit Kevin Quinn is not lost on him.

      These two suspicious men must develop trust and respect for one another to solve the case and, on the way, maybe fall in love.
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      It was always an adventure driving the icy Wyoming roads in winter. Kevin tapped the steering wheel nervously in time to the song on the radio. Great. His truck moved slowly, but resolutely, east on the I-90 toward town. Normally, he liked to watch the wisps of fog easing over the mounds of piled up snow, creeping onto the road like ghosts. He enjoyed the pure dead eeriness of it when he had to drive cold nights like these. Back when he was on the job in Seattle it was never this cold. Now Kevin wished he were at home, asleep. He heard the whining yips from the back seat of his crew cab truck and silently cursed.

      James Wexler, his vet, met him at the door of his home office and took his baby from him.

      “So, Asia, are you giving this good man grey hairs?” James said gently to the old dog.

      “She’s been having seizures.” Kevin stroked her sweet grey muzzle. “I think… I’m not sure but…”

      “Let’s take a look, shall we?” Dr. Wexler took Asia past his waiting room and into one of the exam rooms. Asia cried out when he put her down. He folded the blanket around her like a soft cocoon.

      “So Asia, what have you been up to lately? Are you thirsty?” Wexler made small talk with his patients, as he always did, while taking different vital statistics and checking her out. He asked her as though he expected her to answer. “Or hungry?”

      “She hasn’t been eating much lately, Doc,” said Kevin. “I wondered about that. I was going to call the office on Monday… It’s just that when I came in from the garage this evening, she was shaking, like she was having a seizure, and since then, she hasn’t been right. Sorry to call you on a Saturday night like this.”

      “Of course you called, Asia’s special. Aren’t you, Asia? Have a seat, Kevin.” He motioned Kevin to one of the two chairs in the cramped room and carefully picked Asia up. He sat in the opposite chair, holding Asia in his lap.

      “Kevin.” He spoke gently as if he were talking to one of the animals. “I think it’s pretty clear Asia’s had a stroke.”

      “Oh.” Kevin couldn’t think what that might mean. “I see.”

      “It’s possible that her brain and parts of her body have been affected. In a younger dog, stroke can be overcome, but I don’t think she’ll be able to drink water, for example, or eat. She can’t seem to walk. I notice that the arthritis in her hips is much worse this year, too. Even if I press on her joints lightly, it seems to cause her pain.”

      “Did I…” Kevin swallowed hard, “have I left it too long? Have I let her suffer because I didn’t want to let her go?”

      “I’m sure that her quality of life was wonderful. Knowing you, you’ve even been carrying her around, right?" Kevin looked embarrassed, and Doctor Wexler smiled. “But now we have to decide if she can have that quality of life anymore. I suspect if you take her home she’ll starve herself to death.”

      “Shit.”

      “She’s old, Kevin, she’s twelve. That’s really a long life for a Lab.”

      Kevin rubbed his hand over the light golden stubble on his chin. “Can I be with her, you know, when you do it?”

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll bet she’d like that.”

      Dr. Wexler left Kevin alone to say his goodbyes to Asia, the dog who had been virtually his only companion for years.

      Some time later Kevin stood by the exam table still stroking the soft grey muzzle of his beloved dog.

      “Kevin,” Dr. Wexler said, “she’s gone.”

      “I know… I know that.” Kevin didn’t turn. Dr. Wexler handed him a cup of coffee.

      “I’m so sorry, you know? I never did get used to putting a dog down. You can stay the night, Kev. I’ll respect your privacy,” Kevin felt the doctor's fingers on his jaw—felt him brush the hair behind his ear, “or not. It’s up to you. If you want to stay, I’ll put a little Baileys in that.”

      “I think that might be nice.” Kevin tried to remember how long he and James Wexler had been friends with benefits. “I could use the warmth.”

      "Me too."
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Kevin pulled his T-shirt over his head when Dr. Wexler—now called James away from his official capacity as Asia’s veterinarian—brought him coffee and a bagel with some kind of cream cheese spread.

      “Here. Breakfast, such as it is. I had hoped to serve it in bed but I see we’re playing hit and run today.”

      Kevin smiled and ran a hand over James’s kind face. “Not really, I was cold.” He took the bagel and got back on the bed. “We did the right thing, right?”

      “Yeah,” whispered James, “I swear to you it was her time.”

      “It just sucks so much. She trusted me, you know?”

      “I know.” James sat with his back to the headboard, and picked up a newspaper while Kevin rested with his head across James’s thighs. He stroked Kevin’s blonde hair.

      “Why do you suppose,” said Kevin, “that it’s never happened between us?”

      “You mean, like the coup de foudre?”

      “What the hell is that?” Kevin knew full well what it was but refused to admit it.

      “It refers to falling in love romantically in an epic way. My mom uses it when she writes her smut novels."

      “Seriously.”

      “Really. It’s supposed to be a big deal. Send me a postcard if it ever happens to you.”

      “Right back at you.” Kevin stayed just like that for a while, enjoying the feel of hands in his hair. “You know, I’m really grateful for our friendship though, right? I feel lucky as hell to know you.”

      “That’s only because I make good coffee. Hey, look at this—”

      Kevin preempted him by untying the sash to his bathrobe and placing a cold hand on his cock.

      “That’s funny.” James put the paper aside. “He never has a second cup at home.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin hated the drive back from James Wexler’s office and dreaded the moment when he’d have to enter his home alone. He put his car in the garage and closed the door, crunching in the snow across the path to get to the front entrance. He stood for a long time, the cold burning his ears and his nose, till he put the icy metal key in the lock and walked inside.

      Looking at the living room’s rustic furniture and brick fireplace, Kevin wasn’t sure—to tell the truth—if the look was actually rustic, or if it was just old. As he walked, he casually picked up something here or there that belonged to his lab, Asia.

      Kevin stacked the toys on the coffee table, and folded the blankets and put them by the front door. He picked up her dog bed, which he had recently been complaining smelled like dog, and breathed in the earthy scent, knowing that it would be in tomorrow’s trash. Eventually, he collected enough things to warrant pulling out a laundry basket to carry them in. He shoved everything into an empty box on the floor of the garage and sealed it. Leaving it there, he returned to the house feeling like an empty box himself.

      In the kitchen, Kevin stood and glanced around as if seeing it for the first time. He made a plain ham and cheese omelet, foregoing the usual culinary self-gratification of fresh herbs and flourishes of kosher salt and cracked black pepper. He slid it onto a plate, and grabbed a six-pack of beer to go with it.

      It was Sunday, a football day, the day his dog died, and nothing was going to keep him from sleeping on the couch until it was just the hell over.

      When the phone rang, at first he thought it was ringing in his dream. He rolled off the couch and stumbled to his feet, smacking his knee on the coffee table on the way to pick it up. He answered just as the machine got it.

      “Hello,” he fumbled with the buttons and rubbing his knee, hopping on one foot, “don’t hang up, I’m here. Quinn.”

      There was a moment’s silence on the other end of the line.

      “Kevin? Is that you?” A familiar voice. “It’s Carl.”

      “I told you to forget this number.”

      “I don’t blame you for not wanting to talk to me after everything that happened in Colorado. I was damned sorry, and I tried to make sure—”

      “Save it. It’s Sunday, so make what you have to say brief.”

      “I see. Well, you’re needed.”

      “I’ve hung up the going-out-of-business sign at ‘Intuitives R Us.’ Say anything you want to say before I hang up on you.”

      “Geez,” said Carl. “Did I or did I not give you respect? It wasn’t me that ambushed you. It wasn’t me that leaked the story to the press. I’m in a different department in a different city, and I swear, it will not be the same. You’d be home.”

      “What is it?” Kevin asked, hating himself for it, but knowing he couldn’t sit around listening for toenails clicking across the linoleum that weren’t there anymore.

      “Kids." Carl said the one word guaranteed to get Kevin's attention. “Somebody’s taking young boys. No evidence, no trace, no ransom demands, and no bodies ever show up. It’s like the rapture happened, and we’re all left behind.”

      “Well, we both knew that was going to happen.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Carl replied. “Please, Kevin. We have nothing. They’re being taken at the rate of about one a month, but last month, there were two.”

      “Escalating?”

      “Or copycat. But I don’t think so.”

      “Fax me.”

      “What the hell did you just say to me?”

      “I said, FAX me. Everything you can, all the particulars, agency and press.”

      “I misheard,” Carl said quietly.

      “You bet you did. It’s cold here, but not that cold.”

      “Same number?”

      “Yeah, give me time to set it up. I wasn’t kidding when I said I was out of the business.”

      “Okay, call me when you’ve read it.”

      “One more thing,” Kevin said. “It goes without saying that I’m a ghost. Nobody sees me; nobody knows I’m there. No press calling me names like ‘outside psychic consultant.’ It makes me feel like that Brit who talks to dogs. Don’t screw that up or I’ll never, ever speak to you again.”

      “Even though I’m married to your sister?”

      “Especially because you’re married to my sister.”

      “Geez, all right, just look at the fax, Kev,” said Carl. “Then call me.”

      Kevin hung up the phone. “You don’t get to call me Kev."

      Why was Carl calling him today of all days? It was only a week till Christmas. It wasn’t like he was planning to celebrate with anyone, but to start a case just before Christmas? That was like pissing on the goodwill toward men part of the holiday.

      Turning the sound back up on the game, Kevin went to plug in his fax machine. He loaded it with paper, and tried not to wait for it to hum to life. After about a half an hour, it started to spew pages and pages of information.Kevin was completely captivated by the picture of the first boy taken, back in July. He looked at what was probably a school photo, and felt that gnawing ache he always felt for the parents of these missing kids.

      It was hopeless to refuse. As soon as he saw one innocent face he knew he’d get involved in the case until he was successful or kicked to the curb. Both had happened.

      He dialed Carl's number from memory.

      “Lubbock,” Carl picked up right away.

      “Get me a ticket. I’m in, damn it.”

      “Merry Christmas to you too. I’ll fax a reservation confirmation, and get you a room or something. I’ll assume you don’t want to be part of the festivities at the Quinn household?”

      “Not a chance.” The idea of seeing his father was unbearable. “A room is fine, cheap is good.”

      “Okay,” said Carl. “But I think Himself regrets…”

      “Not a chance. That’s a deal-breaker. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” said Carl, “I’ll be seeing you.”

      “Bye.” Kevin hung up.

      Kevin collected some things from the laundry and got out a pilot case and a carry- on. They were dusty with disuse. It had been a long time since he’d ventured away from his home. Except for that disastrous trip to Colorado he had hardly traveled at all.

      Kevin emailed his latest manuscript to James’s mother, Ana Wexler, to edit and pass on to her publisher, glad that as far as he could tell James was none the wiser. He dreaded the day that James realized it was he, not James’s mother who wrote all those lurid romance novels. He didn’t think James would let him live it down, even if he knew that was how Kevin had been able to pay all those veterinary bills.

      Pride wasn’t tasty and a man had to eat.

      Kevin muttered words like ‘idiot’ and ‘stupid waste of time’ to himself—even as he dragged his pilot case out of the airport shuttle. His plane would be making two stops before it even reached John Wayne International, Orange County, California’s only commercial airport. Someone would no doubt be waiting to pick him up, like always, to drive him around and generally babysit. The most fun part of the whole affair, usually, was trying to figure out what the poor bastard had done to deserve such a fate.
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        * * *

      

      Connor Dougal waited patiently for the flight from Cheyenne to land. Apparently, there was a delay during a stopover in Denver, so his charge would be a little late. So far he was running two hours behind.

      Despite the massive crowds at the airport, despite the intermittent rain, despite the fact that he’d spent fifteen dollars to buy a book he neither needed nor wanted just to have something to read, Connor maintained a dignified and determined amiability. It was just that pleasant personality, Connor would bet, that landed him this sucky assignment. Sure, he’d raided strip clubs, run down gang-bangers, and been puked on by scared kids and drunk drivers. He’d even put on the Officer McGruff dog suit and talked to elementary school kids about crime. But today, hallelujah, having just gotten his detective shield, he got the suckiest assignment of them all.

      Today, he would begin chauffeuring a psychic.

      As the passengers from Frontier flight 5018 from Cheyenne to Santa Ana arrived to meander around the luggage carousel, Connor began to study them to see which one was his nut job. He’d seen photos but they were grainy newspaper pictures and Kevin Quinn had always worn a baseball hat and sunglasses. Like he was hiding something…

      Among the people getting off there were three men fitting his description. They were blond, about six feet two inches tall, probably weighed under 200. If Quinn had muscles it could be more than that. In the pictures he seemed to be on the thin side with hair slightly longer than average. His eyes were reported by Lubbock to be blue, the same color as Lubbock’s wife. Dougal knew Lubbock’s wife well and her eyes were an unmistakable Irish violet blue.

      Quinn was twenty-nine years old, still young. As far as Dougal could tell he had done exactly nothing in law enforcement recently except for that crazy tabloid disaster in Denver. After that, he was completely off the radar. Why Lubbock insisted on calling him at this point, Dougal didn’t know.

      Dougal knew when he finally spotted Quinn, not by his looks per se, but his bearing. He had heard from Lubbock that Quinn had been in a terrible car wreck that blinded him in one eye and left him a little awkward.

      “Quinn?” he asked the man, reaching to take his carry-on. “I’m Dougal.”

      “Thanks, Dougal, I got it,” said Quinn, slinging the bag over his shoulder and wheeling his pilot case.

      Kevin shrugged. Quinn had a laptop case slung over his shoulder in addition to the two bags. If Quinn wanted to load himself up, who was he to complain? “Have you been catching up on the case?”

      “Yeah,” said Quinn. “Grim.”

      “I was kind of expecting you to know who I am.” Some psychic, he’d practically had to hold up a sign with the guy’s name on it.

      Quinn looked around. “This is an airport. There are other plain-clothed cops here.”

      “Don’t I get a demonstration?”

      Quinn’s eyes narrowed as they looked him over.

      “Sure, let’s see, you’re a skeptic, you wear nerdy clothes, probably drive a boring car, and read novels by… Ana Wexler.” Quinn read the name off the book Dougal carried under his arm. “How am I doing so far?”

      Dougal smiled with an equanimity he no longer felt. “What can you tell me about what you don’t see?”

      Quinn walked past him with a kind of disinterested contempt. “I can tell you that whatever I don’t see interests me not at all."

      Dougal led Kevin to a Chevrolet Malibu, which he opened remotely, allowing Quinn to put his gear in the back seat. He waited patiently for Quinn to settle into the front seat and fasten his seat belt.

      “I guess you know where to go, cause I don’t,” Quinn said as Dougal pulled out of the parking garage into the gridlocked stop and go traffic leading out of the airport.

      “Yes, I do.” Dougal wished to heaven he’d never become a police officer in the first place. “Lubbock told me the Prime Directive is to keep you unofficial, and therefore, no money was requisitioned for a hotel room. He decided you’re to stay at my place for the time being.I have a two bedroom and I live alone.” Connor cringed, waiting for a tirade that never came.

      “Did you say Prime Directive? Are you a Trekkie?” Quinn glanced at him. “My new roommate’s a Trekkie. We’ll have to have some kind of signal if you bring home any beautiful alien girls, like a towel on the door or something.”

      Dougal looked at the man sitting next to him. Towel on the door. Hadn’t he done just that in college? He felt his cheeks heat.

      “Aw. That’s a parlor trick, Trekkie, pay it no mind. We all put something on the door, you seem like a towel man. I went to a private Catholic boy’s school back east, and we used our ties.”

      Dougal stomped hard on the brakes at a yellow light. He hadn’t been paying too much attention, and now, he’d just caught up. This man was trying to unnerve him, and was doing a pretty good job of it.

      “What do I do when I want to bring a boy home?” Quinn dared him to lose control again.

      Great. Some sort of test.

      “Make sure he’s legal and glove up, I guess,” replied Dougal with more confidence than he actually felt. “It’s not in the statutes anymore, I don’t think.”

      “Well, thank you,” Quinn smiled. “We’ll get along just fine.”

      Dougal doubted it, really; he doubted it very much.
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      After Dougal showed Quinn the guest room, which had its own bath, he laid down some ground rules about smoking and loud music. Quinn looked tired from his flight, which was good, because Dougal wanted him to fall asleep.

      A sleeping Quinn was someone he wouldn’t have to deal with until morning. Dougal offered him the use of the kitchen and anything he could find there.

      “I’m more tired than hungry. I’ll get up early for breakfast,” Kevin told him, pulling a T-shirt and some drawstring pants out of his case.

      “I’m going for a run.” Dougal started toward his room. “I run along the Back Bay every night. You’re welcome to come too, if you want.”

      “I can’t run, Trekkie,” said Quinn. “Maybe tomorrow or the next day I’ll find a beach cruiser bike. Something fun and easy to ride. I’d like to get out into the fresh air. I hate to waste this warm weather.”

      Dougal turned, a question in his eyes. “It’s raining.”

      “What’s your point?”

      Dougal shook his head as he went to his bedroom to change. “Never mind.”

      By the time Dougal came out in his sweats, Quinn had found his toothbrush. “Can I get a glass?”

      “Cupboard right next to the fridge.” Dougal began a stretching routine.

      Quinn got his glass and headed back into his room. “Live long and prosper,” he called over his shoulder.

      “Back at you,” said Dougal.

      Maybe having Quinn as a guest wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      Dougal began his run as soon as he got out of his apartment building under rain that was now only coming down in a spitting mist. He ran along Eastbluff Drive, down to the Back Bay, and then along the peaceful water for a couple of miles. He ran back up to Jamboree Road, and circled around to his apartment building, pleasantly exhausted. When he arrived home it was dark and quiet. He opened the fridge and took out a bottle of water. He was covered in rain and sweat, still breathing a little erratically. It had been a relaxing run and he’d needed it. He didn’t hear any movement in the guest room.

      Good. Maybe Quinn was asleep.

      In the quiet darkness of his living room he let himself remove his carefully constructed amiable personality and looked out the window at the fairly phenomenal view. The Back Bay was spread out before him, the über upscale houses winking and twinkling in their Christmas finery like Disneyland on the hills opposite.

      This view didn’t come with a cop’s salary.

      This view was strictly trust fund money. Consequently, he never brought his coworkers here.

      Connor turned from the window intending to take a shower and go to bed. He spotted the book he'd purchased at the airport, and grabbed it. He would read a little of it to get to sleep. It wasn’t bad, really, a story about some rogue FBI agent and the woman he was breaking every law to protect. It seemed to him like the procedural issues were authentic, but frankly, the story was crap. Still, it was engaging and contained some pretty steamy sex. He’d had to put it down at the airport to keep from embarrassing himself.

      Ana Wexler. No picture on the jacket. Not great, but not the worst.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin woke suddenly. Some chaos of thought teased at his consciousness. He’d gone from a deep and empty sleep to the kind of alertness that had his whole body tense. Someone, he thought, was having a nightmare; the kind that taps into a reservoir of pain and it doesn’t go away when the dreamer wakes up. Shit. This was what he hated about apartment living.

      Kevin sat up and brushed his hands over the stubble on his chin. He was trying to decide whether to open up to the images when they became more insistent. Dougal. It has to be Dougal. He got up silently and padded to the door, opening it and stepping out to the other man’s bedroom door, opposite his. He touched it lightly with the tips of his fingers and felt chaos shimmering off of it like electricity. Bingo.

      The question was, always, what should he do?

      Dougal wouldn’t thank him for invading his head. A man was entitled to privacy in his dreams, at least, but ever since he’d gotten his gift, the insistence of other people’s dreams had been his constant companion.

      Gift, right, the gift that keeps on taking.

      His curiosity aroused, Kevin opened himself up, only a fraction, and the images flashed into his mind. Kevin tried to let them simply flicker past. Dougal, asleep as he was now, was a perfectly transparent window.

      Dreams could mean anything or nothing. He’d never judged a man by his dreams and he hoped he would never be judged for his own.

      Water. Boat. Friends.

      Kevin thought that those were probably memories. Sailing…yeah…Dougal was boating; he saw the words Yacht Club on a big concrete sign. Boys sailed in separate boats, and there were some images of a large boat with a crew, working and learning together. Privileged, suntanned boys sailing away their summers in a yacht club.

      No wonder he had this impossible apartment on a cop’s salary.

      One boy found his way prominently into the forefront of all the images. Tall and thin, he had rich black hair and brown, brooding eyes. When he laughed it was with his dark head thrown back and eyes that crinkled and hanged the whole aspect of his face. He was painfully young. Dougal loved him. Well, shit.

      The dream changed then to darkness, in which Dougal tried to find his friend, but couldn’t. He was frantic with pain and loss, and something more. Something sinister. Kevin sighed. Sometimes when people dreamed they told themselves things they didn’t tell themselves when they were conscious. There was more to Dougal’s loss than even he realized on the surface. Dougal was terrified by something, yet at the same time unwilling to accept it.

      Dougal dreamed of dark water, rising high over the deck of a large sailboat in a storm. His friend was touching him intimately, holding him, and then a sudden, powerful wave swept him overboard, carried him away, and sucked him under.

      Kevin felt the exact moment when Dougal woke up. Dougal was silent, but Kevin knew he’d be sweating, gasping for air. Damn. He ran a hand through his hair and made his way to the kitchen to explore the cupboards for anything he could eat quickly and quietly. He didn’t want to alert his host to the fact that he was awake, but wondered as he raided the fridge and found string cheese and a beer if Dougal had that dream often.

      Kevin crept back to his room and sat cross-legged on his bed illuminated only by the light of his laptop. He knew what to look for, and when he found it he wasn’t surprised at all. After a few different Google searches he hit pay dirt when he tried ‘missing persons and Newport Harbor Yacht Club.’ Kevin read for a while and grew more interested by the minute. This isn’t your case, he reminded himself. You're here for Carl and his missing boys.

      Turning off his laptop, he plugged it in to be charged. Then he lay back with his arms folded under his head, trying not to think about the dark boy in Dougal’s dreams. He remembered Dougal’s amiable smile and wondered what it cost him to keep up the façade day in and day out. He’d be willing to bet that dream was a visitor Dougal entertained far more than he liked.

      Kevin heard Dougal stretch in the living room and then leave again for a run at five a.m. He was certainly dedicated. A few minutes later Kevin got up to make some coffee and breakfast, if there was anything to cook. Neither he nor Dougal had a good night, and breakfast would go a long way toward making it go away.

      Good food built bridges.

      “What the hell?” Dougal asked as soon as he walked through the door.

      That was unexpected. “I thought I’d make breakfast, I hope you don’t mind, you said to use the kitchen…”

      Suddenly, and without warning, Kevin felt out of his depth.

      “I see.” Dougal stretched his hamstrings a little while he was cooling down. He looked uncertain. “You surprised me, is all. Sure, it’s fine. Thanks, I guess.”

      Kevin sat down at the table.

      Dougal followed, taking his own chair.

      “I used whatever I found, if you want I’ll replace it. I can go shopping later.”

      “No, it’s great, really, thank you. I don’t think anyone’s ever cooked me breakfast here,” he said. “I have to go shopping later anyway.”

      “I’ll be happy to help in any way I can,” Kevin looked at Dougal with new eyes. The man ran night and day, and when he slept he was chased by nightmares. “You must be terribly inconvenienced having me here.”

      “Not really. I don’t spend much time here. I usually just come home to jog and sleep.”

      “I see.”

      “What do you see?” Dougal’s voice was lightly seasoned with sarcasm. “Mr. Psychic Man.”

      Kevin didn’t take the bait.

      “I see that if I’m going to be here for very long we need a much bigger coffee maker.” He picked up his plate and rinsed it in the sink before he put it in the dishwasher. “Let me know when it’s time to go anywhere. I assume you have a list of things to show me.”

      “Yeah, I’ll shower. Be ready to head out at seven, okay?”

      “Seven it is then,” Kevin leaned against the door of his room when he closed it behind him.

      He didn’t ask for this, and he didn’t want it. It was time to go hunting with his mind, looking for lost children and the freaks and perverts who take them, and he was frankly revolted by the very idea. He dressed carefully, making sure to be unremarkable in every way. He was ready to leave with Dougal at seven on the dot.

      The two men left the apartment and rode the elevator down to the parking garage.

      “Today,” said Dougal finally breaking the silence. “We’re going to look into Troy Lattimer, the first missing boy, who was taken in July.”

      Kevin steeled himself and got into the car, putting on his sunglasses like a shield.

      “Ready when you are, Trekkie,” he told Dougal.

      It was a bald-faced lie. He would never, ever be ready when it came to things like this.
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      “I gotta tell you, Skippy,” said Dougal after three hours of ambling around the suburban elementary school in Newport Beach from which Troy Lattimer had gone missing, “there just has to be something better I could be doing with my time.”

      “Patience is a virtue.” Kevin idly watched the families come and go to drop off kindergarteners, who apparently only went half days.

      “Maybe if you just told me how you work, I could at least understand.”

      “Can’t do that.”

      Dougal snorted. “Yeah, I guess that’s need to know. I could steal your psychic secrets and blow off this whole trust fund thing I’ve got going and make off with your clients.”

      Kevin laughed. “I’ll bet that anger never gets out at work.”

      “I don’t get angry often, no.”

      “You probably should, it feels great. I’m the original angry man. I try to explode at least once a day.”

      Dougal peered at him. “You don’t seem like that kind of person.”

      “I’m not easily baited if that’s what you mean. It’s going to take a bigger fish than you to lure me into a fight, Trekkie.” An area of the playground with a baseball diamond and backstop preoccupied Kevin attention. He couldn’t stop watching it and didn't know why.

      “Still, can’t you explain this thing to me?” Dougal asked. “If I understood it better, I could be more patient with the process.”

      “I see. I’ll tell you but I don’t think it will help.” Kevin shifted his body on the grass so he could look directly at Dougal.

      “Take off your sunglasses so I can see your eyes. It’s easier to talk that way.”

      Kevin did as he was asked, shading his eyes with his hand. “I was a cop in Seattle, but I had a terrible car accident off duty that put an end to that. It was the kind of accident we see all the time, yeah? Jaws of life, blood everywhere. I was in a coma, and I literally died, but they were able to get me back. When I came back I was different. I don’t know.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Dougal laughed. “Like the television show right? What crap. I thought at least I’d be able to buy into part of it.”

      “I don’t care if you buy it or not,” said Kevin. “That’s how it happened. And I am shitting you not; I wish it hadn’t.”

      “Okay, I’m sorry. So then what? You started solving all the unsolved crimes?”

      “Not exactly.” Kevin didn’t like to remember what happened then. “Let’s just say I had difficulty adjusting. Stop and think, Trekkie. There are hundreds—thousands of people everywhere around us. They’re all thinking, dreaming, wondering. If you could hear even a fraction of that, and you couldn’t turn it off, you’d go crazy, right?”

      “What am I thinking now?” asked Dougal.

      “I don’t work like that. I can’t invade people. I’m not some mind reader. What I can tell you is that while you don’t believe a word I’m saying, you’re scared it’s true. Worried that I do know what you’re thinking. It makes you nervous; maybe the palms of your hands get clammy. You don’t believe me at all, and yet,” Kevin said quietly. “If I grabbed your hand and said, I see dead people you’d piss yourself.”

      Dougal looked away. “All that tells me is I don’t want to look at you across a poker table.”

      “Yeah. I’ve always been able to read people. Good cops can, and I was good. But I’m telling you this is more than that. Most of the time it only happens when I touch something related to a crime. I can’t explain it. I don’t want it. I don’t know how to use it at all. But I promise you something. I know you want it to be real, and I’ll prove to you that it is before we’re through, okay?”

      “You’re so full of shit your eyes are brown.”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Hey.” Dougal frowned.

      “Noticed, did you? My left eye sustained an injury in the accident. I still have the eye, but it’s sightless, and the pupil looks blown. The other one still works. Creepy, huh?”

      “Lubbock said your eyes were the same color as his wife’s,” said Dougal, staring. “They are.”

      “There’s a good reason for that. Stephanie is my sister.”

      “I see,” said Dougal. “It’s all in the family. I’ve gotta ask, Quinn. Am I being punk’d?”

      “No.” Kevin got up. “Not unless we all are. I’m done here. Did Carl send you anything for me to look at?”

      “It’s in the car. Some pictures of the family and some personal items.”

      “I hate this, Trekkie,” said Kevin. “I wonder if you know how far I’d go to never have to do it again if I weren’t such a coward.”

      
      “Hey, do you mind if we look those things over after lunch?” Dougal said when they got to the car. “I’m hungry.”

      Kevin got in and took a last look at the school out the window. “Sure. I’m not hungry yet; I’ll just have some tea.”

      “Fine.” Connor pulled away from the curb and drove in silence. Only a few minutes later, he pulled to a stop near The Crab Cooker, a rustic landmark restaurant on the Balboa Peninsula. Dougal fed quarters into the parking meter while Kevin drank in the familiar sights and smells.

      “Something the matter?” Dougal asked him.

      “I haven’t been here in a long time is all.”

      “You’ve been here before?”

      “I grew up here, Trekkie, but I’ve been gone a long time.”

      “You like this place?” Dougal gestured toward the restaurant. “I love it, I try to go at least a week without the clam chowder, but most of the time, I cave.”

      “Manhattan clam chowder is anathema to some people, you better not say that too loud.”

      “I’ve heard it all. Give me the spicy red over the gummy white potato stuff any day. It’s like eating library paste.”

      “I agree. I had my first bowl of red chowder here with my pop when I was about… four.”

      “Well, let’s celebrate then, I’m buying. At last, we have something in common.” Kevin smiled as they were seated almost immediately in the front dining room, next to the huge charcoal grills where men cooked racks of shrimp, fish, and scallops.

      Dougal ordered a cup of chowder and some skewers of shrimp and scallops with rice on the side. Kevin ordered iced tea.

      “I thought you were kidding. That’s it, tea?”

      “Look. I’m sorry, I can’t really eat before I... It’s hard to do what I do if I’ve eaten,” said Kevin. “I’ll probably go nuts later wishing I ate. Maybe I’ll take home a couple of quarts of chowder. Do you think we could go to your place and drop it off in the fridge?”

      “Sure. Lubbock wants you to go over the stuff he gave me anyway. What do you do exactly, feel it with your hands?”

      “Sort of.” Some devil possessed Quinn. “I mean, it’s not an exact science, is it? I find that when I touch stuff, I have to— no, you’ll think it’s crazy.”

      “No, really what do you have to do?” Dougal leaned forward in his chair.

      “Well, first off, I have to have complete quiet, you know?” Kevin smiled. “It has to be absolutely silent. And there can be no obtrusive odors.”

      “Odors?”

      “Yeah, nothing like aftershave or garlic or fish. Especially not fish.” He sighed.

      “Oh, I guess this isn’t the best place to have lunch, is it?” Dougal glanced around.

      “Well, you can’t be expected to know about that on the first day, can you? Anyway, I like it to be dark, or maybe lit by a candle. I know it’s cliché, but we are what we are, and I find my more instinctive sensibilities are stimulated by fire. But under no circumstances can it be a scented candle.”

      “Okay, no scented candles.” Dougal still looked interested.

      “Of course not, it goes without saying, doesn’t it? Ah, here’s your food.” Kevin asked the waitress to add some soup to their bill and accepted his tea with a smile. “Finally, and this is one of the reasons I’ve been reluctant to share my gift, I need to be naked and well—frankly—stroking myself.”

      “You’re shitting me.” Dougal slipped some scallops off his skewer and dipped them in tartar sauce. He looked up at Kevin as he popped them in his mouth. He didn’t even chew before he was talking, his mouth full of the juicy grilled bits of shellfish. “How the hell does being naked and stroking yourself help?”

      Dougal was so caught up in the story that he waved off the shocked gasps of the couple at the table adjacent to theirs.

      Kevin schooled his features to keep from laughing. “Well, I guess it has to do with those self-same instincts and sensibilities I spoke of before. I think man is innately animal. We’d all lie around licking our balls all day like dogs if we could reach, right? Sure we would. I believe that if men had more flexible backs, or perhaps shorter torsos, we would have no civilization to speak of, but we’d all be completely in touch with the ‘other.’ I think stroking myself naked just helps me get in touch with the ‘other,’ you know?”

      Dougal spooned up some clam chowder, nearly missing his mouth. “Ah, the other.”

      “Of course.” Kevin took a sip of his tea.

      “For the record, you had me until we were licking our balls all day.” He looked at his food in disgust. “And that was about three minutes longer than it should have taken.”

      “For the record,” Kevin told him, “you should probably never play poker with anyone.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin slipped the soup into Dougal’s refrigerator. He knew the man wasn’t very happy with him, but Dougal thought he was a not-so-clever fraud anyway so why should he care? He braced himself mentally for the task ahead. He didn’t know whether it would be better to have Dougal around or not. On the one hand, he felt being alone would be the least painful and embarrassing way to go about this. On the other, he understood a little of Dougal’s frustration after inadvertently listening in on his dream. The man had lost someone precious to him, so he wanted to believe. It didn’t take a psychic to figure that out.

      Dougal spread a number of photographs out on his glass cocktail table. He had a small box with him, things marked as evidence: a hairbrush, a purple baseball cap, and a soft well used catcher’s mitt. Things that got abandoned on the way into a family home where kids dropped them. Things a parent got angry about but which became unbearably poignant when a child disappeared. Kevin leaned against the counter in the kitchen, willing himself to find the courage to enter the living room. He sipped slowly at a bottle of water, using relaxation-breathing techniques to calm his racing heart.

      “So,” Dougal called from the living room. “Do you want to go over this with me or by yourself? I would ask that you don’t waste my time further with nonsense.”

      “I’m sorry about that, it was pretty… low,” murmured Kevin. “I really don’t know how it works. Psychometry is supposed to be the ability to touch things and learn about people or events. I don’t know if I can do that.”

      “Forgive me for saying this, but why are you here?”

      “Really?” Kevin asked. “My dog died last Saturday, and I didn’t want to be alone.”

      Dougal raked his fingers through his hair. “You’re a basket case.”

      “Wow, I guess I’m not the only psychic here!” Kevin inched his way into the living room. Still sipping his water, he sat on the arm of the couch where Dougal was sitting. Dougal had removed his suit jacket and tie, and rolled up his sleeves. It looked like a typical day at the office to Kevin. He glanced at some photos of the first victim—the standard photographs of childhood.

      There were some pictures from school, Little League, and family vacations. He picked up one of a large extended family group at some event or other. The boy stood in front of his folks smiling. The Little League pictures were good, but the kid should have choked up on the bat a little. Kevin went through each of the pictures, studying them, looking at each face. The names of the subjects were written carefully on the backs. There were many photos, and he took his time with each.

      Finally, he noticed Dougal sighing, and knew that his patience was wearing thin.

      “What?” he snapped, the third time Dougal looked at his watch.

      “How long is this going to take? I need to call Lubbock and tell him what progress we've made before he goes home for the night.”

      “I’d like to be able to tell you that it takes exactly three point six hours for me to find a killer, but it doesn’t work that way. I’m trying to remember the names of these people in case I see something, so I’ll know who I’m seeing.”

      “If you see something.”

      “Yeah, if. I never said when. Try to remember that you called me. I didn’t insert myself into this case for my own personal gratification.”

      “Let’s be very clear,” said Dougal. “I didn’t call you. I thought it was a dumb-ass idea from the start. You are either a fraud or an attention-seeking moron. I’m here because they pay my salary whether I’m doing something constructive or not, and I’d like to keep my job.”

      “Well, don’t mince words, tell me how you really feel.”

      “Okay, I will. I want you to open that damned box, and do that voodoo that you do so well so I can go jogging and you can go back to Wyoming and get yourself another damn dog.” Dougal threw his hands in the air. “Hell, nothing is worth this.”

      “Okay. Let’s do this thing.” His hands trembled as he watched Dougal open the box. Inside, he saw some items, bagged as evidence and tagged with dates and information where they were found. They wouldn’t necessarily be useful in solving the case. They were mainly used for gathering DNA samples for identification purposes.

      “The hat,” said Kevin. He gingerly reached out to it. To his utter relief, nothing happened. He blew out the breath he’d been holding and felt… nothing. He sat silently grateful, knowing the hat didn’t belong to the boy, although how he knew that he couldn’t say.

      “That’s a girl’s hat. I don’t understand.” He looked at Dougal and the answer became clear. “Ah. A little test?”

      Dougal had the grace to blush. “Don’t tell Lubbock. It’s a hat from a girl’s softball team.”

      “I see.” Kevin gave it back to him to bag up. He wondered if anything in that box was the kid’s. He’d be over-the-moon if all these things belonged to happy, well-adjusted children who were home with their mothers doing homework right then. “Okay, what’s next?”

      “Here, try the brush.” Dougal unzipped the bag and handed it to him. Kevin took it, folding his hands over it. He didn’t feel much of anything. Something teased at him, but just out of reach. A kind of sentimental feeling, like Sunday mornings, like going to church with your folks because that was just what you did.

      “I don’t know,” said Kevin thoughtfully. “I just don’t know.”

      “Well.” Dougal unwrapped the catcher’s mitt. It was the last item; time to get it right or go home. “Here. Try this.”

      Kevin took the glove in both his hands and immediately felt a burning, slamming impact—as though he'd been shocked. He reeled from the unexpected sensation, drawing in a deep lungful of air and trying to steady himself. He felt his stomach roil, felt the bile rise in his throat.

      He tried to contain his nausea, to breathe through it, but in the end it got the better of him and he heaved. He yanked the empty box up to the level of his chin and vomited into it, then ran to the bathroom in the guest room, still carrying the box, retching into it and making an awful unearthly noise from his throat as his stomach tried to eject food that was not there.

      Dougal came after him, following him into the guest bath. He took a cloth and wet it, placing it on the back of Kevin’s neck, all the while patting him gently.

      After what seemed like ages of dry heaving, Kevin looked up, wiping his mouth. Tears blurred the vision in his good eye and streamed down his face. Damn, he hated that helpless feeling. He panted, gathering his strength. He used the toilet to help himself to his feet and brushed Dougal’s hands away.

      Dougal left him alone to rinse his mouth and clean himself up.
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        * * *

      

      Connor was thoroughly shaken. He had to give credit where credit was due, that was a pretty amazing performance. He shook his
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