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Chapter 1

I’m going to divulge my biggest secret: I’m psychic. Really psychic. Now, I’m not saying I’m going to start my own TV show, or work for the police department, because really, I don’t want that kind of attention. Once a psychic’s face gets out there, she’s a bigger attraction than Channing Tatum.

No, I’m much happier channeling my talents to other outlets. And I’m not afraid to admit, my abilities really don’t work that way, anyway. I can see with my “third eye.” I can sometimes hear voices in my head-- usually if a deceased person is really trying to get through-- and if I have a strong connection, like physically talking to someone, I can actually see through the other person’s eyes, making me a bona fide telepath. It’s wicked cool, for sure, but it totally destroys that whole “phenomenal cosmic power” one needs to become gratuitously rich.

And, trust me, I’ve tried that whole Mega Millions thing. Epic fail.

I reach for the phone at my work station, my hand hovering, waiting and ready. It rings once, then I pick up on the second ring. “Pet Pearls Behavioral Helpline, this is RoseAngel. How can I help your pet today?”

“Hi, Roxanne, this is Bev Stein again. Now my cat keeps getting up on top of my bookshelf and knocking off all my knickknacks. She’s driving me crazy!”

Yup. This is what I do. I can visualize her home, because she’s got the image foremost in her mind. I feel these aren’t just knickknacks to her; they are souvenirs of places she went with her husband before he died of cancer last year. This would be the owner most likely to relinquish her pet, but only because with every broken trinket, Bev will feel like she’s losing a memory of the last thirty-seven years of her married life.

Last time she called, her cat was “rolling around like a floozy.” I explained the importance of spaying her, and the behavior stopped. We have a rapport, now, she and I, and I’m hopeful she’ll listen to me again.

I hone in on her cat, a mischievous brown tiger female of eleven months. I spend about fifteen minutes with Bev, telling her to pack away the valuables—just for now—put some empty boxes up there to block access, add some motion-activated spray deterrents, and above all, to play with her. Even without a sixth sense I can tell she’s a senior citizen, so I inform her that five to ten minutes of high-quality interaction daily should stop the attention-seeking behavior.

Grateful gushing carries over the line, and I give her my name again—RoseAngel, not Roxanne—and tell her I’ll follow up with her in a week.

This might seem like a menial job to some, but right now keeping pets in their homes is my primary goal. It’s better for the pet, it teaches the owner to work through snags in their relationships, and most importantly, it keeps our intake numbers down.

Sometimes I wonder what it would be like if I were more outgoing, braver, like my brother, who flaunts his power like a side-ring circus act. He’s not afraid to embrace his sixth sense, enjoy each adventure it brings. Me, I had a chance, and I choked, and now I live with that knowledge and regret each day.

Maybe someday I’ll want more excitement in my life. Right now, I’m happy living la vida incognito.

I log my call in my book with the owner’s name and pet’s name. I already entered her into our computer system the last time we spoke, so there’s less data to input this time. By doing this, we can check and see if our outreach program really works.

I’m proud to report that I’m really good at keeping pets in their homes; few of my callers relinquish their pets, and those that do don’t shock me.

The phone rings again. I press the enter button and log my info, then grab the phone on the second ring. “Pet Pearls Behavioral Helpline, this is RoseAngel. How can I help your pet today?”

A pause. “RoseAngel. That’s the prettiest name I’ve ever heard.”

He has a great voice. Rich. Smooth. I’m talking a ribbon-wrapped gold-foil box of perfectly-shaped Godiva. My mouth waters at the comparison. “Thank you. I had no say in the matter.” I laugh and repeat, “How may I help you today?”

“It’s my cat,” said on a sigh.

A sense of darkness washes over me, like being in a wooded cabin at midnight on a new moon with all the drapes pulled shut.

I kind of get a case of the heebie-jeebies from what my third eye is seeing but plow ahead. “Okay, let me just get some info from you first. Name?”

“Pringles.”

I laugh and say, “That’s my favorite chip.”

“Mine, too. And the day he came home, he wouldn’t stop stealing and begging for them, so he totally named himself.”

I chuckle and clear my throat and ask, “Your name?”

I see av ... rav ... Travis ... but he says, “Trevor.”

I frown. “Last name?” I see att ... attison ... Mattison, but he says, “Matthews.” My game must be off, big time. Maybe I’ve got my T and M names confused, but more likely I assume he’s ashamed of what his cat’s doing and wants the anonymity.

Whatever.

Except ... I really don’t like the blackness that still surrounds this caller, and I’m not surprised when the address he gives me seems faked. I hop online and confirm no such location. He gives me one by Preston, a blip on the map just a few miles east of us, which I’ve heard has the population of an elevator at maximum capacity.

He’s not a client in our system, either.

I rally my forces and ask, “Now, tell me about Pringles. Age?”

“I’m thirty-two.”

I sense his tease and come back with, “That’s a mighty old cat.” I can sense his smile and press, “Your cat’s age?”

“Oh.” Playfully, like he was confused. “Four.”

“Sex?” I can’t wait for this one.

“I prefer women ... but never on the first date.” His voice drops. “I’m kind of old-fashioned that way.”

I choke out a laugh, but I feel my eyes light up and my heart go pitter-pat. He is? I totally have a thing for black-and-white movies, Fred Astaire, and any man who opens doors for me. I stumble, “Um, I meant, your cat?”

“Nah, he’s an only pet, so I know he’s not getting any. Besides, he’s neutered.”

Okay, so I like his humor. I can tell he’s smiling. Flirting, even. The recorders are running like they do for all calls, but I don’t mind. I’ll just claim that he’s the nervous type who deals with stress by cracking jokes and that I played along.

Really, I’m enjoying playing along. Next I ask, “Declawed?”

“I’d never do that to any pet of mine.”

Me, neither, but I don’t want to get too buddy-buddy with Mr. Nightfall here, no matter how much I like the cocoa-butter tones of his voice. I’ve never met anyone who actually darkened my vision before, and frankly, it’s a little unnerving. Usually with those ultra-dark, moody, depressed people, I see visions of churning storm clouds, not the La Brea tar pits like this guy. I lick my lips and marshal on with, “Does he live inside only, or does he go out?”

“Inside only. I used to live on the twelfth floor.”

City man. Probably lived right here in Norwich, Connecticut, and recently bought a house, though why he lied about Preston, I can’t say.

Hmmm ...

The apartment I see clearly: some pretty-nice furniture, a large flat screen, a king size bed with a really sharp comforter in chocolate and tan hues—something I would totally buy for myself. I shake off the sight and continue, “Now, tell me exactly what he’s doing.”

Another long sigh. The image of the bright apartment snaps off like a TV. Now, although I still see darkness, I can see a longhair tuxedo cat, quite beautiful, with yellow eyes. He’s hiding under an end table. “He seems so stressed all the time.”

Well, since he’s not declawed, I know there’s an actual stressor in the cat’s life versus a perceived one. From the shelter’s experience, cats who’ve been through this surgical procedure stress easily. Hiding, aggression, and random urination are the hallmarks of declawed cats—the single common denominator at relinquishment and ultimately euthanasia and the biggest reason we discourage it being done at adoption time. We don’t want a cat to be put down a mere two years after adopting it out.

I close my eyes to see what the cat’s real problem is. Soon I detect piles of cardboard boxes, so I ask, “What’s changed in his life?”

“I moved.” Begrudging tones tell me it wasn’t his choice.

Ah. A reason. “Not happy about moving, are you?”

“Not at all.”

“Well, neither is Pringles. Is he hiding?”

“All the time.”

I jot that down, and while I’m writing I see an image of an auburn-haired little boy, with one freckle for every year of his young life brushed across his little nose. His eyes are so light brown they look like caramel. “Children?”

“No, he was neutered young.”

I have to laugh. “Human children?”

A pause. “I’d have to call Ripley’s Believe It or Not if he managed that one, but no,” he states, “no kids here.”

That one really throws me for loop, and I feel my mouth drop open. Could my visions be totally wrong? This kid is adorable, so cute I want to scoop him up and swing him around. His name is Charlie, and I’m wondering if he’s been kidnapped.

Darkness. I get the heebies when I wonder if my caller could be tonight’s top feature on America’s Most Wanted, or an escapee from the local prison, and a full-body shudder works through me. Holy schnitzel, I need to get this man off the phone. I glance at Tina, but she’s knee-deep in dog training and can’t take this call.

The little boy reappears again, and he says, “I want my mommy and daddy.” I mentally ask him where they are, but he disappears, and my first instinct is to try to lure an answer from the boy. I find myself wanting to hasten through the phone call, but remind myself I’m a professional and muster through, even though my hands are still shaking over my keyboard and I’m holding back an urge to panic.

Guilt crashes into me, and I vividly recall Britni O’Reilly’s body, the 19-year-old girl who worked at the local convenience store where I sometimes buy my gasoline. She came to me as a vision when I was out walking my dog last summer, beckoning me inside my head to follow her into the woods. The hot sun and cool shade seemed like the perfect excuse to do as my third eye bade, and soon I found her grave in a small clearing. Since the sunken dirt gave me the perfect excuse to report it to the police—sans ESP—I did.

The cold case could have been solved that week if I merely told them her bag of clothes—and thus the perp’s DNA—were buried not ten yards away, right where Britni pointed.

But I was too chicken.

Icicles stake into my spine, and I force myself back to the topic at hand, trying not to choke on the memories and my promise that I would never let another ghost down again. Perhaps I’m just jumping to conclusions. How many times have I made a bad assumption? After all, I know how wonky my visions can be, so I give myself a mental shake and blink away my empathic tears. I focus hard on my caller and what is around him and his troubled kitty.

Although the couch beside the cat appears to be black, I can tell it’s really only tan colored. The table lamp, though brown, shows me glimpses of being light yellow. The more I talk to him, the clearer I see, which makes me want to know more about Charlie and how I can help him. “Does ... Pringles have any place safe where he can hide?” Britni didn’t. Does Charlie?

“That’s all he does. He used to be such a loving lap cat before this,” he pauses, his voice dropping lower, the playfulness now gone, and a thread of agony trembles the air. “Pringles is my little buddy; really, he’s the only thing that’s kept me sane these last few years, and the thought of how bad he must feel just breaks my heart.”

The image of the boy is gone, and I wonder if he’s a ghost and not a vision of a living child, which doesn’t really help my predicament any. How can I help him if I don’t know if he’s alive or dead? Do I have any evidence that I can take to the cops?

Now that my own heart has stopped its frantic pace and I take that moment to assimilate the disparity between what my ears and third eye are telling me, I realize the darkness is now more of a metaphor for how the man feels about his life versus any literal location or electrical shortage, and find myself taking a fortifying breath of relief.

“Have you taken your cat to a vet to rule out any medical issues?”

“No, I haven’t. Do you think I should?”

“Well,” I reason-- which is a fantastic antidote for panic, by the way--, “the stress of moving can make a normally healthy animal develop medical problems. If a cat is sick or injured, it will usually hide.”

“No,” he tells me again, “I haven’t. I’m new to the area. Do you have any place that you’d suggest?”

The ghost child has disappeared, so I run with my daily role. “We have a list of all the vet hospitals in the area. You can find it on our website online, or I can mail you a copy, or email one to you.”

“Hmm,” he says. “Where do you take your pet?”

We’re not allowed to endorse one place over another, and I tell him so.

But Mr. Nightfall whispers, “Come on, I won’t tell.”

Delicious shivers work up my arms, giving me goose bumps, and I stare at them in disbelief that his voice can elicit such a response from me. Wondering if he’s some kind of mystic who lures people to their demise, I shoot back, “Who said I have pets?”

He seems very logical and forthright when he states, “You’re too passionate about your job to not have any. I’m guessing ...” I could see him looking up, “one dog, and one, no, two cats.”

He had it right the first time, but I pretend to be impressed. “Wow, are you psychic?”

He chuckles, and I can tell he’s enjoying himself, while I’m trying to reconcile myself to this strange situation. “Am I right?” his low voice asks, and I would totally be flirting with him had I met him in, say, a bar or at a party.

Something less ghost-y.

“No,” I tell him, since he’s not. “Now, are you going to make that vet appointment, or am I going to have to follow up with you?”

“Oh.”

I realize my-- inadvertent?-- slip.

“You, RoseAngel, definitely need to follow up with me.”

I feel a blush crawling across my face, and I slide a glance to my coworker, Tina, taking another call in her own foam-walled cell. Her eyebrows shoot up, and she smiles and indicates my phone call. I nod, and she gives me the thumbs up.

“Is Pringles still hiding now, or has the sound of your”—I almost add the word melodious—“voice lured him out?”

“Wow.”

I like that I impress him with that kernel of insight.

“He did come out. He’s rubbing on my slipper.”

Ooh, I like a man in slippers. And little else.

Oops. I didn’t say that.

I say, “Sometimes hearing their owners speaking in a relaxed tone lures stressed animals out of hiding. If possible, sit on the floor by him, wherever you know he’s hiding, and just either talk to him, or pick up the phone and call a friend.”

“Can I call you? Say, tomorrow?”

My heart revs at that, but I tease, “Oh, so you are going to follow up?”

“Oh, I’ll call.” Like he was going to make darned sure of it.

“After you take him to the vet. Otherwise, I’m just plain not going to be very helpful.” In a sing-song voice, since I think that will get through to him better than being stern. Plus, I really want this cat to see a vet, and I think Mr. Flirtypants will do it if he thinks it will make me more likely to take his call. Since Pringles is a male cat, and stress causes urinary blockages, I want to make sure he’s not a medical time bomb.

The cat, that is.

Trevor chuckles, really happy, and I see he’s in a cabin, just like I first thought, with rustic furniture, a small TV, heavy clunky stairs in the back corner. It’s a nice place.

But he hates it.

“Okay, okay, I’ll take him to the vet. But if the doctor doesn’t find anything wrong, then you owe me.”

“Oh, really.” I’m so flirting I don’t even know myself.

“Dinner.”

I really wish I could see his eyes when he said that. I bet they’re brown and piercing and really keen, and then I give myself a proverbial kick in the rear because I know I’m merely hoping he’s a brunet. I can hear my heartbeat thumping away in my head. But I parry with, “If the doctor prescribes any medicine, then no dinner for you.”

“Deal.”

What the hell did I just get myself into?


Chapter 2

The rest of the afternoon, I’m glad to report, passes anticlimactically. Tina wants all the juicy gossip, so I replay the tape and watch her while her fingers dance lightly along her bottom lip every time Travis ... um, Trevor is speaking.

“Ooh, he might need some extracurricular assistance,” she fans her face, and I note the slow crawl of excitement highlighting her eyes and cheeks.

I think, easy, killer, and counter with, “He could be a cellar-dweller.” I’m never possessive about my callers. I’m not. But I reach over and snap down the stop button a little faster than I normally move.

Tina perhaps understands, for her tone lowers and she says, “Not with that voice.”

I have to admit I’m mighty curious about Travis/Trevor. I can’t see his face like more powerful psychics; I can’t hold his comb and pinpoint his location on a map. Basically, I can’t spy.

Abilities I aspire to have: Hear thoughts, see ghosts, foretell the future beyond when the phone is going to ring (especially where Mega Millions is concerned), and maybe even pinpoint someone’s location on a map. (I’d have to go work for the police department at that point, but the pay better be phenomenal.) Other psychics tell me that the more I use my abilities, the stronger my perceptions will become. It’s like a muscle—this unused eighty percent portion of most peoples’ brains—and, by golly, I like to flex it.

Well, secretly, at least. I’m not ready to buy the crystal ball and gold shawls and open my own shop in Mystic Village.

What I can do, however, is recall that adorable boy. Is he in danger? Harm’s way? Is it a son of that Travis/Trevor guy? A runaway? A hostage? I remind myself that the child might be his deceased brother, or even a spirit guide, and allow myself to silence the warning blares going off in my head. Even though I don’t want to go to the cops—ever—about my abilities, I did promise myself I would use my powers to help others, which I can’t do unless I know what I’m up against.

We return to our cubbies, and I dart a glance to Tina to make sure she’s ignoring me. I pull up Trevor Matthews’ account and leave a big memo—RoseAngel only. I’m hopeful that by speaking to him (not flirting—speaking), I can see if I need to help this little Charlie.

I head out at five and go home, take my tri-color Sheltie mix, Titan, for a walk, then feed both him and Grimm, my salvaged longhair black cat.

When I open my pantry, I see Mother Hubbard has forgotten to go shopping. I hate hitting the store at this hour; it’s always so crowded. Alas, I’m out of milk and bread, so it’s either I go now, or I buy lunch tomorrow and still have to go shopping anyway.

I grab my purse and head out.

I’m equidistant from two stores; I elect the one east of me, as it’s a little more rural and I don’t have to drive into the setting sun.

RoseAngel equals pragmatism.

The lot is only slightly less busy here. I find a spot, park, and grab a cart.

Two days before payday leaves me little spending money, so I grab the essentials only.

Today, this includes some perfectly-shaped, foil-wrapped Godiva.

No reason.

I see a man at the deli counter, very handsome, with another man in a black suit practically standing guard over him.

Whoever thought pasta salad could be so dangerous?

The suit has one of those curly-cue ear pieces and looks like he has never cracked a smile a single day in his life. I’m serious. His features are granite.

The other guy doodles around the counter like he has all day and intends to spend it on a major decision: shaved chicken or sliced ham?

I only see him in profile, but he has short brown hair and brown eyes, and a really nice nose and chin. Sparse hair covers his jaw, a sexy rogue look like he never tried to grow a beard, but, whoop, there it is. I’d peg him at about six-three, making him the trinity of tall, dark, and yummy. I want to put my hands on him and sculpt him like a piece of clay.

I have a type, and he’s it. Only problem is: I don’t seem to attract my type. Nope, the men who are drawn to my torch-top and big blue peepers are always blonds. I guess they figure a girl with freckled milky-white skin probably wants another paleface, but not me. Nuh-uh. Give me a brunet any day if you want to watch me swoon. I turn into a regular Weeble Wobble.

Here’s where it gets weird: I’m passing by, eyeing the mac and cheese for dinner, and I see another image of Charlie, not crying or distressed, just ... there. Either these two men are connected to my caller, or one of these men is the caller.

I’m kinda hoping it’s Hot and Hunky and not Mr. Matrix.

I need to know. I ease up to the counter, my heart kicking me repeatedly in the chest. The closer I get, the shallower my breathing becomes. I know on a rational level that I’m trying to see if Mr. Hunky and Mr. Nightfall are one and the same, and if he’s got Charlie chained up in a secret bunker for some nefarious plan, but on a deeper level I’m responding to a serious thrum of bawr chikka bawr bawr.

I squelch that thought and pretend to know him. “Oh, aren’t you Charlie’s dad? How’s his arm?” I try to swallow but I can’t while holding my breath.

The man looks me down and up, a quick glance that tells me he doesn’t recognize me. His eyes lock on mine, and I watch his pupils expand.

Mr. Hunky likes me, then, does he? I dig my fingernails into my palms, wondering if I’ll recognize his voice.

He leans one confident elbow on the counter and says, “No, I’m sorry, you have me confused with a very lucky someone else.”

It’s him. My heart loses its rhythm, and it feels like someone is playing hacky sack inside my chest for a few erratic seconds. I stutter, “N-no Charlie?”

“No,” his eyes soften, “but I really like the name.” He offers me his hand. His jaw is warm and relaxed, and his smile is rather inviting. “And you are ... ?”

“Dobson.” I shake his hand, and a wave of darkness hits me. It totally conflicts with the intense light I see in his gorgeous eyes. “Miss Dobson.”

“Pleasure to meet you. I’m Trav ... Trevor.” I watch both interest and hesitation cross his features when he asks, “Do you have a first name, Miss Dobson?”

So, I had it right! Travis. I still smile, but I release his hand, because I’m wondering what in the name of Jiminy would make a guy lie about his name? My fingers feel warm from his touch, and I close my hand to contain the warmth. “Yes, I do.” I grin even wider. I don’t want him to know I’m the same woman he flirted with just hours ago. It frankly seems too weird, even by my standards. I mean, really, what are the chances?

He likes this game; I can tell by the way the corners of his eyes move. “Well, Miss Yes-I-do, I’m new to this town. I only got here two days ago, so I have to say, you’re pretty much the first person I’ve officially met.” He looks at his right hand and holds his closed, too, like maybe he enjoyed that brief moment of hand-holding as well, and I think my suspicions are confirmed when his next expression offers me mock sadness. “And I’m not even the one you were looking for.”

Oh, I’m not too sure about that, but I merely smile. I have to continue the farce for another line or three, so I take a step back and say, “New neighbor I only met once a few months ago. I saw his kid in a cast.” I shrug like it’s no big deal. “I’ll bump into him at home, I guess.”

His expression softens, and he gives me this little heart-stuttering grin and leans forward, like I moved too far away. “I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to bump into me again. It’s been a long time since I’ve met someone with a voice as pretty as her eyes.” He grins and indicates the main entrance with a nod of his head. “I saw a nice little café right at the front; would you like to join me, say, Friday night?”

I feel my face turning as red as my tresses, but I cross my arms and give him my bravest stare. That whole “pretty name/voice/eyes” thing I see is now just a pick-up line, and not a compliment. “Here I thought I was speaking with a neighborhood dad, not the neighborhood cad.” I’m thinking he’s the type who flirts/hooks-up/schmoozes anything remotely female, and I know for a fact he’s hit me up twice now, although he’s only aware of in-person me, not phone me.

He grabs his chest. “A near mortal wound.” But he grins when he says it, his eyes riveted to mine. I can’t tell if he’s a rake, or just really, really into me.

I’m completely leaning toward A.

I grab my cart, sparing him another grin, because, hey, he’s really that cute, and say, “I’ve got to get going. Nice meeting you, Trav-Trevor.”

I know I’m not imagining the sheer terror that flickers in his eyes for the barest of seconds. If I blinked, I would have missed it, and I feel a clamminess settle along the back of my neck. Did I just spill my psychic beans? But he wobbles a smile and tries to act nonchalant when he says, “It’s Trevor.”

I have had the distinct fortune to have met both a Travis and a Trevor in my life, and he don’t look nothing like no Trevor.

Just saying.

Somewhere in the back of my skull I hear “Wooga! Wooga!” and the assorted cacophony of warning bells joins in. I don’t know what this hottie is hiding, but I’m getting a serious case of the heebies.

The funny thing is: He is the one who takes a step back at this, like I just frightened him or something.

He seems a little pale when he asks, “Do I know you from somewhere?”

Since I’ve honestly never seen his face before now, that’s what I tell him.

He stares at me, clearly unconvinced. “Do you know me?”

Now I’m thinking he’s crazy, or at least spouting delusions of grandeur. “No, should I? Are you rich or famous or something?” Or infamous? I almost add, but shut my pie hole.

“No, it’s nothing, never mind.” He seems relieved, and then his warm smile returns, and I’m wondering what he’s hiding.

I hear static in my left ear—a psychic signal that someone is trying to get through. I’m wondering if it’s Charlie, and the only way to find out will be to hang around.

He steps after me, Mr. Matrix tagging up the rear. “Hey, before you go,” he pulls out a piece of paper and places his hand on the front of my cart to forestall me. “Can you show me where I might find some of these?”

With a knowing smirk, I take the sheet of paper. I’m now leaning toward B. I scan the list: milk, bread, cheese, cereal, frozen meals, frozen pizza, hots, hamburger, salt, pepper, ketchup, soup, paper towels, TP, pens, paper, envelopes ...

He’s starting over.

I get an electric tingle of a nearby ghost, but I can’t see anyone. I search inwardly, but my third eye is blind. Huh.

Trevor offers an innocent shrug. “It’s a big store, and I’ve never been here.”

I level him another knowing smirk as I wait for ghostly intervention. None comes, even though I’m staring into the nicest eyes I’ve ever seen.

He returns my gaze, his brown eyes locked purposefully on mine.

I see myself crushed in his arms as he bends me backward with his kiss, and I’m assuming this image is coming from him, but I can’t swear to it. It might just be my superego playing tricks with my head. He is my type, after all.

My pulse kicks up a bit.

He’s still holding my eyes.

With my chin, I indicate the rest of the store. “Come on. I’ll show you around.”


Chapter 3

About halfway through his list, my stomach starts to do that acid thing, and when I tell “Trevor” I need to eat, he leads me to the front café and treats me to a nice hot veggie sub (my choice).

We leave our shopping carts just outside the dining area, blocking the oranges, but apparently no one really needs any right this moment because no one complains.

Perhaps I’m a bit too distracted to notice.

Who’s to say?

For the record, I can’t decide if I’m acting desperate or being spontaneous. Misha would say desperate, but Darlene would tell me carpe diem. “Trevor” pulls out my chair for me and I think I stop breathing with his chivalry. He sits down and opens my soda for me and pours it into my cup and offers me a straw.

I’m totally serious.

And I’m totally taken. I clear my throat and say, “Your mother raised you well.” I catch a glimpse of her: gray/brown hair, brown eyes, great smile, but then another wave of sadness from Mr. Hunky. Luckily, I don’t need ESP to see he’s looking at his pizza and feeling down. I suck in air and say, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

A palm forestalls my apology. “Don’t.” But then, I watch him gather up his memories like so much old newspaper, crumble them up and toss them aside. His smile now is warm, interested.

Mm ... inviting.

The suit has taken a seat with his back to the wall, and he watches us. Watches me. This guy doesn’t trust my motives, and I’m more than willing to bet he’s armed and could shoot a fly out of midair.

I ensure I make no sudden moves. I sip my cola and ask, “Are you a politician?” I indicate his bodyguard with a minute tip of my head.

“Hell, no.” He holds my eyes with a dead-serious look, but then smiles, and I get another vision of Charlie as he giggles and runs away. Who is this boy?! But “Trevor” says, “I’d rather talk about you, Miss Yes-I-do.”

His grin weakens most of my resolve. “All right, all right. You may call me ... ” I sit tall in my chair and angle my head as I lean back. “Marie.” It’s my middle name.

He must have really good deductive skills, for he scrutinizes me and says, “You don’t really look like a Marie to me.” He tips his head to the side as well. “Middle name, perhaps?”

I concede with a wink, “Well played, Trevor.”

A smirk. “You know,” he shifts in his chair, casting a glance at the suit before continuing, “as a kid, my family called me Opie. Would you mind calling me that?”

I think I swallow my tongue. “Opie? As in, Ron Howard?”

One nod. “I looked just like him at that age. Especially in black and white.” His intense grin makes my insides flutter.

Maybe Travis/Trevor is trying to get in touch with his inner child. Maybe “Charlie” is part of his psychosis—his multiple personality disorder.

Except I’m guessing there’s a lot more going on here than meets my third eye. My spider senses are all a-tingly. The darkness is lifting the more we talk, but something really bad has happened to him ... or around him. He’s smart and funny and doesn’t seem to notice the other women parading in, some of them straight from their jobs, sporting high heels and fancy dos.

Nope. I’m the only person in his private snow globe.

I shiver as I feel the inevitable shake. I venture, “Are you married?”

He looks up, and I figure I’ve found the catch, the red herring. I wait for the married-guy evasion: Why do you ask? Am I wearing a ring? Would I be here with you if I were?

He looks off, his mouth and lips slack and sad, and says, “Not anymore.”

Sometimes my visions use Tarot cards as a way to explain things. This time I see the three of swords (heart-stabbing), Tower (shock or surprise), and Death.

He didn’t take her passing very well.

I see the three of swords again and he tells me, “She died suddenly three years ago.”

I don’t want her coming through to me in spirit because I’ll be wheedled mercilessly by her to pass along a message, so I apologize and adjust the sails to change tack.

That’s when I hear it, loud, front and foremost in my head: I never should have shot him. I sit upright in my chair and look at him, but he’s reaching for a napkin and doesn’t seem to have said anything. But my heart is clambering up my throat, my lungs are shriveling up, and I think my eyeballs just dried out. Ghosts speak into the left ear, which is nothing at all like what I just experienced. I’m wondering if I actually just heard him thinking. I ask, “What was that?”

“Hmm?” He looks up as he shakes open his napkin, his expression one of melancholy. “I said it’s been three years since she died.”

Okay, so, I know he thought it, which freaks me out because I’ve never actually heard thoughts before. He seems repentant, but, surprisingly, that doesn’t really make me feel better if he’s a killer.

It certainly hasn’t toned down my heart and lung functions. I swig some of my drink and bore my fingers into my eyeballs to rehydrate them.

Now, I know most of my abilities are not one hundred percent readable or accurate. I know this. What other types of “shot” are there? Alcohol, bullets, photos, vaccines ... what about a long shot? Take a shot? Shot put?

Right now, I’m really hoping I’m not captaining the SS Delusion, sailing straight down the River Denial.

He clears his throat and cocks a brow and says, “You look like you just saw a ghost.”

One ability I’m now afraid to ask for. I nervously laugh it off.

He smiles wanly at me and says, “Things haven’t been the same since.” He looks down, sad, then looks up and smiles again. “I have to say, it’s a little scary stepping out into the public realm again. I mean,” he spares a little grin as he scratches the back of his neck, “I’ve actually forgotten which one of us is supposed to talk about their dysfunctional families first.”

I laugh, the scary moment dissipating. “It’s a rock, paper, scissors thing. Oh, and the girl always wins.”

He snaps his fingers, shakes his head. “I knew I’d forgotten.”

I eye him and say, “You are, however, as the man, supposed to practice questionable hygiene habits at the table.”

He makes a cross-eyed, tongue-biting face and tries sticking his knuckle in his ear.

I laugh. I like that he plays along. I’m really not sensing he’s dangerous, and I’ve truly met my fair share of creepy masquerading as normal. This totally conflicts with my first impression of him on the phone, and I’m wondering if my psychic abilities took a sudden hiatus. “Are you passing through or staying?”

He smiles, and somehow it warms me straight to my toes. “Oh, I’m pretty sure I’m staying.” Like meeting me just solidified his decision. It’s a powerful feeling, I have to admit.

“Doing ... ?”

“Bank manager.” He leans over the table. “Would you like to visit me Monday and discuss CD rates?”

Palm up, I grin and back up in my chair. “No, thanks. I’m good.” Good-n-poor.

“Marie ... ish ... what do you do?” He knows it’s not my name, and his wolfish smile reminds me he knows.

I’m an ish. I fashion a version of the truth. “Reception. Desk job.” I shrug. “Nothing glamorous.” I stare at my drink and start spinning it in place.

He nods a bit, like he knew that or something, but then he asks, “Where?”

I work at the Lucky Clover Animal Shelter right here in Norwich, but I really don’t want to tell him that. All he’d have to do is describe the girl with flaming shoulder-length red hair and blue eyes, and boom, I’ve blown my cover.

For the sake of this unknown child, I evoke classic evasion. “I’m sensing you’re a stalker, so, for now, I’m not telling you.” I give him the cheekiest grin I can share, and he chuckles and shakes his head.

“No,” he tells me, “you do something far more valuable, I can tell. I bet you help people. Really help people.”

Maybe he really is a stalker. Did he recognize my voice? I evoke classic evasion and say, “Help is relative.”

He holds my gaze for a long moment, then tugs a pepperoni from his pizza and breaks off the cheese strand without looking at me. “You make it awfully hard for a man to get to know you.”

I want to see if he’ll call me, RoseAngel, at work tomorrow the way he said he would, so I say, “Tell you what. I’ll meet you here Friday night.”

He drops his morsel, hopeful. “Seven?”

“Sure.”

“Deal.”

He likes that word. I’ve finished eating, and I offer him my hand. “It’s been very nice meeting you, Tr—” I cut myself off and instead say, ”Opie,” which makes him smile. I need to get to the bottom of his identity issue, so I don’t want him to know I’m on to him.

His fingers caress my hand. I feel shivery as he holds my eyes and says, “I’ll wait with baited breath.”

I leave while I still have mine.


Chapter 4

Around two, the phone rings, and I answer it with my usual, “Pet Pearls Behavioral Helpline, this is RoseAngel. How can I help your pet today?”

“Ah, you answered.”

It’s him. His voice is so warm that I want to curl up in it, regardless of the fact he just made my breath catch so fast I jerked the glass of water in my hand. But, I elect to play dumb. “Yes. May I ask who’s calling, please?” I pull up his account to document our call.

“Trevor Matthews.”

He gets his name right this time. “Ah, with Pringles, the cat. Did you go to the vet?”

“I did.”

“And?”

A sigh. “He prescribed an anti-anxiety pill, which I have to give him every day.”

I type that in and guess, “Amitriptyline?”

“Yeah, how’d you know?”

“Believe it or not,” I smile, “a lot of our clients give it to their pets. And Prozac for dogs.”

“Really.”

“Yup. When an animal is really stressed or anxious, sometimes they need a boost just to get over that hump.”

A moment of silence. “RoseAngel?”

“Yes?”

“Did we meet? Yesterday?”

Damn. He must have recognized my voice the way I did his. I panic and state, “Just the phone call.” Did my voice raise an octave? I hope not. I close my suddenly-dry mouth and stare at his name on the computer screen.

“Really?”

I hold my breath, not deigning to answer. “Why?”

He pauses, and I feel my heartbeat revving so fast I fear I’ll start sweating. I really don’t like lying. I sense sadness but he says, “Never mind.”

I switch gears in the pause. “How’s Pringles today?”

“Still hiding.”

“Okay.” I settle into my seat, hoping it will settle my racing heart. Focusing on his problem, I hope, will deflect the RoseAngel/Marie comparison. I take a couple deep breaths and say, “Now, you said yesterday you recently moved. How recently?”

“Three days ago.”

At least the stories match. “Okay. Where is your cat?”

“Hiding behind the couch.”

I already know that, but say, “Okay, here’s the game plan. You ready?”

“Oh, I’m ready.” His voice is so sensual and seductive that I can’t believe I lied to him, even if it was by omission. I really want to tell him the truth. Maybe Friday night.

I grin. “I want you to keep Pringles in one room, with everything he needs. Food, water, litter, toys. This can be a bathroom, but I really recommend your bedroom. Is this a studio, or do you have a room?”

“I have my own bedroom. It’s got a king-sized bed,” he tells me, clearly inviting me to join him.

I’m back to thinking he’s a cad, which really detracts from my experience with him yesterday. Maybe I was a little too evasive; maybe I should be more evasive. What kind of man flirts with every woman he encounters? What kind of woman wants a man like that?

I already told him I’d meet him tomorrow night; if I back out, I can’t tell him the truth, which would mean I’d have to lie to him again.

If I tell him the truth, then I’d have to admit I already lied to him.

I grumble. Did I mention I hate lying?

Oh, the tangled web I weave ...

Back to the conversation. “Good, so Pringles should have plenty of room to curl up with you. Sometimes a scared animal will only come out at night. Having you there where he can have all night to get brave enough to come out should boost his confidence. The drugs should take away his fear. After about a week, he can have supervised outings to the rest of the house.”

“Great. More imprisonment,” I hear Trevor mutter, and my ears perk up at that.

“I beg your pardon?”

I can sense he hedges and comes out with, “I’m sure we both feel trapped here. Like I said before, neither one of us is really happy about the move. The last thing I want to do is confine him.”

I’ve heard this argument before—although not from someone shrouded in darkness—so I give him my standard reply: “Cats need to feel safe before they venture out into new terrain. Once he feels safe at your side, for the full time you’re sleeping, he’ll want to explore. You’ll merely be granting him time to come to terms with the move at his own pace. Think of it as bowing to his whims.” I smile. “He is a cat, after all. We humans are programmed to serve.”

He chuckles, and I remember how he put his head down to do that yesterday when I wouldn’t give him my real name. I think he’s doing that now. “Okay, okay. Just for you, RoseAngel. Just for you.”
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