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Dedication

To the memory of my sister, Wanda Stephens Davis.
Her nudging, prodding, and never failing confidence in me fueled my attempts at writing. 
She is sorely missed.
A special thank you to God, “from whom all good and perfect gifts come.”
CHAPTER 1
Jessie rested on a red vinyl-covered stool at the lunch counter of the Easley Diner with a fresh plate of hot, steaming veggies and a glass of sweet iced tea before her. A vague curling mist suddenly crept along the edges of her vision. Oh, no, not again. She closed her eyes, waiting.
The mist moved over her, growing thicker and darker, slowly consuming all of the light, every sound, and even the warmth from the air. Nothing was left except the thick gray fog and the cold emptiness it created. The tiniest glimmer of light appeared in the center. It spun closer and closer as if she were looking down into the top of a silent tornado. The circle of light grew larger and then images began to appear in the vortex. Fingers of mist curled around the edges of the images. They gradually became clearer like pictures on an old tube-type television screen warming up. At last, the black and white images grew clear and sharp, developing color and sound.
A blond-haired, little girl with an angelic face played on the front walkway of a white frame house with green shutters. She wore faded jeans and a pink tee shirt. The sudden blare of a car horn came from the street and the little girl’s head turned toward it. Grinning, she dropped her handmade Raggedy Ann doll and ran to the waiting car. She eagerly reached through the open window with an outstretched hand. Then, a man, dressed in black, opened the rear door of the car and jumped out. He grabbed the child and pressed his hand over her mouth to prevent her from screaming. The man scurried into the backseat of the dark blue car with the child held in his arms.
The images faded into the light and then whirled away, becoming smaller and more distant until they disappeared into a thick, clammy fog. The dense fog slowly dispersed, leaving a gentle mist. It, too, drifted away as if blown by a gentle breeze.
Jessica opened her eyes. “No, please!” she whispered. “I have to see what happened.” She pressed her fingers to her aching temples, unable to force the images to return. Shivering and weak, Jessie focused on her surroundings and began to hear real sounds around her.
The gray-haired man behind the counter scraped dishes, conversation hummed at nearby tables, and the waitress carried a tray rattling with dirty dishes. Jessie glanced over her shoulder at the rest of the diner’s customers. No one appeared to be staring at her or notice she had zoned out.

She wanted to get up and leave, but she felt terrified her legs might not hold her. With trembling hands, Jessie picked up her glass and sipped the sweet, cold tea. The cool beverage seemed to help and she continued sipping, beginning to feel a bit stronger.
Maybe I can make it home, now. Putting money on the counter for her uneaten lunch, Jessie made her way to the door. Head aching and slightly dizzy, she reached her small, yellow Mustang and managed the short drive home.
* * * * *

Jessica took a deep, relieved breath as she parked her car in the drive of her rental house near the outskirts of Easley, South Carolina. The lack of traffic and other noise on the narrow street comforted her as she walked up the front steps. The house felt like the haven she so desperately needed. She thought of the summer evenings she intended to spend relaxing on the old-fashioned, front porch.
She unlocked the large oak door and went inside, kicking off her shoes on the mat. Padding barefoot across the hardwood floor, Jessie went straight to the sofa. Her head throbbed and she grabbed her favorite afghan before curling up in the corner of the sofa. Tears slipped unchecked from the corners of her eyes as her thoughts returned to the little girl in her vision.
There was no doubt in Jessica’s mind the images she saw were real. Experiencing visions since she was twelve years old, she’d learned the hard way they were always real. Whether the events would occur in the near future or already happened in the recent past, she often couldn’t tell. Jessie still struggled with the acceptance of what some called a “gift,” but she knew was a curse. She drifted off to sleep crying for the kidnapped little girl and maybe, just a little for herself.
* * * * *

A very restless night of dreams and flashbacks left Jessica as tired as if she had never gone to bed. Relieved when morning finally arrived, she showered and dressed before unpacking a couple more boxes of kitchen odds and ends. When the moving van brought her furnishings and boxes the previous week, Jessie unpacked the essentials, but sporadically continued to work her way through the rest.

At this rate, I’ll never get done unpacking. Shrugging, she grabbed her handbag and drove to a nearby cafe for coffee and a pastry.
Near the restaurant’s door, headlines leapt at her from the newspaper boxes; “Child Disappears in Suspected Kidnapping” and another led with: “Parents Await News in Child’s Disappearance.” Jessie’s hands shook as she scrambled to find change in her purse to buy a copy of each paper. Then she went in and bought coffee and pastries to go.
Once she returned home, Jessica dropped the newspapers on her kitchen table then forced herself to eat before unfolding the first paper. She stared at the front page photo of the little girl. The child in the grainy black and white photo was without a doubt the same one she saw in her vision. The victim’s name was Cara Anna Johnson.
The article stated the child disappeared from outside her grandmother’s home in the Appleton Mill section of Anderson. Cara was four years old and she stayed with her grandmother, Mrs. Wilson, every day after preschool. Also, Mrs. Wilson told the police Cara normally played in the front yard, but had disappeared when she went to check on her at about three-thirty in the afternoon. Mrs. Wilson immediately knew something was wrong. Cara never left the yard for fear of large dogs nearby. The police diligently searched the entire neighborhood. No one reported any suspicious people or activities in the area. Detective Jonathan Lansing was assigned to the case. A plea for information and hotline numbers to call ended the article.
The other newspaper carried pretty much the same details with an added emphasis on the desperation and uncontrollable panic the missing child’s parents and relatives felt. The Johnson family issued a statement saying they did not have much, but they would give anything to get their daughter home safely.
Jessica threw the paper down and paced her kitchen floor. Oh, God, I can’t get involved. I just can’t. Relocating, starting to get settled, working again, and now this. It’s happening all over again. She knew exactly what to expect if she called the police, even anonymously. They would think she was either involved or a nut.
Until she met Bob Strickland, not many people took Jessie seriously. A career FBI agent, now retired in Galveston, Texas, Bob Strickland became not only a coworker, but also a true friend and confidante. While Jessie helped him on numerous cases during the past six years, they became almost like niece and favorite uncle. He believed in her and her visions, wholeheartedly and without question. Bob really listened and took action based on what she said.
Suddenly, it occurred to Jessie to give Bob a call. He can give the information I have to the detective who is working the case. I can stay out of it and still help. She dialed Bob’s home number. Please God, let it work.
The retired agent picked up on the third ring.
“Bob, it’s Jessica. How are you?”
“Hi, Jessie. Already tired of Easley and want to come back to go fishin’ with me?” he teased in a hopeful sounding tone. They spent a very enjoyable and restful two weeks together just a month ago and he hated her leaving to move to Easley.
“No, I wish it were so simple. I’ve got a problem I need your help with.”
He heard it in her voice. “It’s happened again, hasn’t it, sweetie. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, so far, just worried. There’s been a kidnapping—a little girl in a city near here. I saw her, but I’m afraid of what will happen if I go to the police.”
“I understand, especially after what we went through,” Bob said. “But you have to help if you know anything. You know you won’t rest ‘til you do.”
“Well, I thought you might help me,” she ventured. “If I give you the details of what I saw, would you call the detective in charge and talk to him for me?”
“Jessie, sweetie, I don’t know. I think the information would be better comin’ straight from you. I know I would want it direct from the witness.”
“Bob, please, I don’t think I can take this right now. I’m just getting settled and I’m finally sleeping some at night. I want to help, you know I do, but I just...” Jessie stopped and took a deep breath. “I just can’t get dragged into a case like this again.”
Bob relented. He didn’t want to see Jessie hurt if he could help her and their last case together took a huge toll on both of them. “Okay, give me the details with the cop’s name and number. I’ll call him as soon as we hang up.”
“You’re a lifesaver. You don’t know how much I appreciate this.” She then filled Bob in on the details and requested, “Will you call and let me know how it went?”
“Sure, sweetie, but it may take awhile to get hold of him. I’ll call though, no matter how late. Take care of yourself, Jess.”
Jessica hung up, feeling better about the situation. She did the right thing without taking a chance on losing her fresh start. She decided to get some work done while waiting for Bob’s call. Going to her worktable set up in the corner, Jessica picked up the text for one of two children’s books. The publisher had requested cover ideas and sample drawings as soon as possible. Jessie already read the first one and started some preliminary sketches for the cover in between emptying moving boxes.
Jessica worked the rest of the morning and well into the afternoon. She crumpled page after page of sketches. Her mind kept wandering to the missing little girl. Frustrated she tossed her pencil down and went into the kitchen for lunch. As she spread peanut butter and jelly on two slices of whole wheat, she was thankful she didn’t have a weight problem. With all the fast food, candy bars, and takeout she ate, Bob always teased her saying she was too ornery for the fat to take hold. She missed him already.
The phone rang while Jessie wiped up the crumbs from her meal.
“Jessie, this isn’t going to work,” Bob immediately stated. “The detective’s sharp and he kept askin’ questions I couldn’t answer. You’re goin’ to have to talk to him. Before you panic, let me tell you I think he’ll listen and keep it off the record. He seemed more interested in finding the child than gettin’ his name in the papers.”
“I hoped he would just take the information. I should have known better. Do you think I can trust him? Should I talk to him?” Jessie asked.
“I think so, sweetie. Lansing sounded like a straight-up guy. You and I both know the longer the child is missin’ the less chance of gettin’ her back. You saw the car and the kidnapper. You may be the only hope her family has of seein’ her again. The detective said he doesn’t have much to go on. That means he has zilch. I don’t see where you have any choice, Jessie.”
“Gee, Bob, no pressure at all, right?” she sarcastically said. Then she added, “When you put it so simply, I feel really selfish for thinking of myself instead of the scared little girl and what she must be going through.” Jessie sighed aloud and added, “I’ll call now, before I lose my nerve. Thanks for caring. Catch a big one for me, okay?”
“Sure, sweetie, keep me posted and whenever you’re ready I’ll have a baited hook waitin’ on you,” Bob told her before he hung up.
Jessie wished it was Bob on the case as she looked for Detective Lansing’s number. She dialed before she changed her mind and waited for an answer.
A woman answered, “Detective Division, Detective Lansing’s desk.”
“I need to make an appointment to see Detective Lansing as soon as possible.”
“What is this regarding, please?”
“I have some information about the Cara Johnson case. Detective Lansing spoke to a friend of mine earlier and wants to speak with me,” Jessica told her.
“In that case, I’m sure he will want to see you. Could you be here by five-thirty today?”
“Maybe. I’m new to the area and I don’t know how long it will take me to get there. Could you give me directions from the Easley exit on the Interstate?”
The woman on the line gave Jessie directions and then said, “I need your name and number, please.”
“Just put JW and I’ll see him at five-thirty,” Jessie told her and hung up. Going into the bedroom, she changed her clothes and then twisted her long, black hair into a simple knot at the nape of her neck. She grabbed her purse and sunglasses and hurried out the door. In the car, Jessie realized she never even thought about makeup. She shrugged. Makeup isn’t going to matter one way or another.

* * * * *
Jessie drove into the outskirts of Anderson. A much larger town than Easley, the traffic on Clemson Boulevard crept along, bumper to bumper. Jessie parked in the lot near the police station at five-twenty-five and hurried through the front door.
Jessica looked around the police station as she waited for the officer in front of her to sign a document. The place seemed like something out of an old cop show. The scarred, wooden desk sat on a dais putting the officer seated behind it at eye level with the person standing in front of it. She saw halls and doorways branching out of the big room in several directions. A heavy oak bench with a man handcuffed to the armrest sat in a nook in one wall. Above the bench was a bulletin board covered with photos and posters regarding criminals and rewards. The atmosphere did nothing to make her feel more comfortable.

“Yes ma’am?” the officer asked when Jessica stepped closer.
“I’m here to see Detective Lansing,” she answered in a voice barely above a whisper.
The officer pointed as he reached for the ringing phone. “Go down the hall. Take the first hall to the right, second door on the left. Ask there.”
Following the directions, Jessie found a door marked Detective Division. She took a deep breath, pushed it open, and entered. The large room looked and sounded very busy with a dozen scattered desks, ringing telephones, and people milling about in plainclothes and uniforms.
A female officer held up her index finger and smiled at Jessie while she talked on the phone. As soon as she put the receiver down, it started ringing again. “Sorry,” the female officer said. “We’ve been swamped with calls. Who are you looking for?”
“Detective Lansing is expecting me.”
“Your name?”
“JW,” Jessie replied.
“Oh, I remember talking to you. Just take a seat. He’ll be with you in a few minutes,” the officer said as she reached to answer the ringing telephone.
Jessica almost turned toward the door, but thoughts of a scared, missing, little girl forced her to stay. She took a seat at the indicated desk and ignored the mess of files, mug books, and empty coffee cups. 

After what seemed an eternity, a tall man in his early thirties dropped into the chair behind the desk. He continued scribbling on a pad for another few minutes while Jessie watched. Finally, he stopped writing and raised his eyes slowly as if just realizing she existed.
Jessica couldn’t help staring. She had left on her sunglasses for the small sense of security and privacy they provided. Jessica hoped he didn’t notice her rude stare from behind them, but he looked so darn attractive. The eyes gazing at her were the startling, clear blue of a summer lake under a cloudless sky. His dark brown hair and thick eyebrows provided the perfect frame for those eyes. A slightly bushy moustache almost hid a small scar on his upper lip; his lower lip appeared full and sensuous.
He raised one eyebrow at Jessie. “Yes?”
“I...” She cleared her throat. “I’m looking for Detective Lansing,” she managed to get out. Between her original apprehension and being floored by this tall, dark, and sexy hunk, Jessica wondered how she could say anything at all.
“I’m Lansing. What can I do for you?” he asked in a slow, deep drawl.
Oh, no, what do I do now? He’s drop-dead gorgeous and I have to tell him I “see” things. “Story of my life,” Jessie muttered under her breath.
“Pardon me, I didn’t hear you. If you could please, tell me why you’re here. If not, I’m very busy,” he sounded agitated and in a hurry.
Jessica leaned toward him across the desk. “Can we talk somewhere more private?” she whispered. “My friend, Bob, called you earlier and he convinced me to come.” Jessie glanced around at the others in the room, some of whom were watching and seemed to be eavesdropping. If she talked here she might as well call the newspaper herself.
Lansing looked around and then said, “We can go to one of the interrogation rooms, but they’re small and uncomfortable.”
“I’m sure it will be fine as long as it’s quiet and private,” she rushed to assure him. Jessie needed to get this over with before she backed out. Coming here was not one of my brightest ideas.
“This way then,” Detective Lansing said as he stood. He directed her toward a door at the back of the large room. It opened into a narrow hallway leading to several small rooms marked, Private. Each door had a small thick paned window set into it. At the second door, Lansing unlocked it and flipped on the lights.
When the door closed behind them, Jessie fought off a moment of panic at being locked in the small room. The four, heavy metal chairs and table were bolted to the floor. Who would want to steal them? Sliding into the nearest chair, she watched Detective Lansing take the one across from her.
“Okay ma’am, you can talk now. What do you know about Cara Johnson?” His tone indicated he had no time to waste and he impatiently stared at her as he waited.
The words tumbled from Jessie’s mouth in no particular order in her haste to get this ordeal over with. “She was taken in a dark blue, four-door car. A man jumped out of the back of the car and grabbed her. He wore all black clothing. Cara went to the car when the horn blew. She dropped her Raggedy Ann doll on the sidewalk. It happened in front of a white frame house with green shutters.”
She touched her fingertips to her mouth and watched him from behind her dark lenses. Now he will definitely think I’m nuts.

Johnny at last caught on to the young woman’s fear. She probably realized if he hadn’t talked to Strickland first, then Lansing would consider this ‘anonymous psychic’ a suspect. Details about the doll and where they found it weren’t released to the public. The woman in front of him knew something and he needed whatever information she could provide, even if it came from a crystal ball. Ransom did not appear to be the motive with no demands received from the kidnappers. Thinking of a few brutal reasons for taking a child, Lansing feared Cara Johnson might already be beyond help.
“Could you give me a name to call you? I don’t really like Madame X,” he smiled a bit, trying to ease some of the tension between them. 
After careful consideration she told him, “Bob always calls me Jessie. You can use it, but no other names, so don’t ask.” She wanted to help, but also felt the need to protect herself.
“Okay, Jessie is fine. Would you like coffee or anything?”
“No, thank you. I just want to do this and go.”
“We should be able to do that. Why don’t you start at the beginning and tell me, a little slower this time, what you know.”
Jessie felt relieved when his agitation and impatience disappeared and Lansing seemed prepared to listen. She took several deep breaths and then removed her dark glasses. Staring down, she played with the sunglasses on the table. She started at the beginning of the vision she experienced on Monday afternoon, and described what she saw until the last image faded.
Lansing absorbed what she said for a few minutes and then asked, “Where were you when this came to you, Jessie?”
Her long, dark lashes shielded her eyes. “A diner, having lunch.”
“What time was it?”
“About one-thirty, I guess, by the time I got my order.”
“And you’re sure this was yesterday afternoon, before Cara disappeared?”
“Yes. But I didn’t know it actually happened until I read the papers this morning. When I saw the picture, I recognized her as the child I saw.”
“You haven’t seen or heard anything since? No premonitions or whatever?”
“No,” Jessie replied while she continued fiddling with her glasses. “As much as I hate the visions, I’ve tried to see her, to see if she’s hurt—or dead.” She whispered the last word as if saying it aloud might cause it to come true. “But I can’t force the images to come. I’m sorry.”
Johnny felt her concern and anguish as her eyes met his for the first time. Her stunning, tawny brown eyes were filled with tears and a haunting pain. He could see she believed every word of what she told him. After being a cop for fourteen years, Johnny tended to trust his instincts about people. Add to it the retired FBI Agent’s endorsement and it looked like the Anderson Police Department would work with a psychic for the first time—if he could convince his captain.
The detective wanted to hear her assessment of her abilities first hand, even though he already heard Strickland’s opinion. “Jessie, are the things you see reliable?”
“What I see is real. I helped Bob solve five out of seven cases. Anonymous tips I provided to several other agencies also helped clear up some of their ongoing cases involving children.  The way you or I interpret the visions is where the problems occur,” she said, trying to be very honest. “Human error cannot be ruled out and—at times I’m very human.”
Johnny hated admitting they needed help with the case, but the kidnapper left nothing behind except questions. “Okay, I think I understand what you’re saying. But I need as much help as you can give with this case. I’ve never worked with a—well—with someone like you before. You’ll have to tell me how it works.”
“I don’t think…” She hesitated, once again playing with the sunglasses.
Johnny saw panic written on her face. “Why can’t I just call if I see something else? I do not want…” Jessie paused but then remembered the man grabbing a beautiful, innocent child. With a long sigh, she conceded, “If we can come to an agreement, I’ll help all I can.”
Johnny thought Jessie looked as though she just agreed to major surgery without anesthesia. “Anything we agree on goes to my captain. I’m not sure how he’s going to feel about this to begin with, but tell me what you want and I’ll see what I can do.” And here comes the price tag.
“First of all, no one but you and your captain can know what I’m doing. I must stay completely anonymous.” She leaned forward and stared into his eyes. “Second, not even your captain gets my real name, address, or phone number. And you will only get it when, and if, I decide it’s necessary. Third, I get any expense money from petty cash, just like an informant. I don’t want a paper trail leading back to me if some nosey reporter gets hold of it. Last, no photos and no interviews. Those are my terms.” She sat back and waited.
Surprised, Johnny expected a request for consulting fees, a salary, or at least credit for any clues she produced. Obviously she’s covered this ground before. “I don’t see a problem, except I will need your phone number. I have to be able to contact you if something comes up.”
“We could always set up a time for me to contact you, day-to-day if necessary. Once we see how things go, I’ll think it over again. It’s the best I can do for now,” Jessie firmly told him.
“Did the arrangement work for you and Strickland?”
“Yes. Once I found I could trust him, we made adjustments.”
“Okay, I’ll run it by the captain. In the meantime, is there anything more you can tell me to help us find the little girl?”
“I think she’s okay for now. I’d like to hold the doll, if possible.” Jessie felt reluctant to make suggestions at first, but as Johnny nodded his head in agreement she became more secure. “And I’d like to go to the street where it happened. It might trigger another vision or I might remember something else.” She didn’t mention her talent for often discovering new details at crime scenes. He’s heard enough for one day.
“Let me talk to my captain. Call me at seven-thirty tomorrow morning. Here’s my card with my desk and home numbers. Try calling here first because I work odd hours on cases like these. If the captain approves, I’ll run you over to Mrs. Wilson’s house and we’ll ask her about the doll.”
“Fine, I’ll call you in the morning.” Jessie stood, waiting for the detective to unlock and open the door.
Once they were back in the main hall, Jessie announced, “I can find my way from here.” She slid her dark glasses on and walked toward the front exit.
Johnny watched her leave and it occurred to him just how attractive he found her. He appreciated the way she looked and moved as she walked down the hall with a feminine sway. Petite and well-shaped in her trim beige slacks and green silky blouse. He thought he would drown in her beautiful, tawny brown eyes when she looked at him the first time. Shaking his head, Lansing went to search for the captain. Now all I have to do is talk him into this.
CHAPTER 2
 Jessie awakened several times toward morning with a sense of foreboding and found going back to sleep difficult. Dreams of children from past kidnapping cases haunted her. Cara’s image visited her dreams several times, too, and Jessica felt relieved when Wednesday morning arrived. Calling Detective Lansing was her first priority. Jessica hunted for his card in her bag and dialed his number at seven-thirty.
“Lansing,” he answered on the second ring.
“Hi, it’s Jessie.”
Without any greeting, he began, “It took some explaining, but Captain Montgomery agreed to do whatever it takes to locate Cara Johnson. He also agreed to your terms. I’ve already talked with Mrs. Wilson and she said we can borrow the doll. She’s concerned Cara is going to want it as soon as she comes home though, so we have to be very careful with it. How do you want to handle going out to the site? Neighbors and reporters are coming and going all the time out there.”
“We have to hurry. I don’t think we have much time. If we take along a camera, do you think we could pass for reporters or sightseers?” she suggested, still unsure of his temperament.
“Sounds good to me. I’ll throw one in the car. Do you want to meet somewhere or come here? I rearranged my morning to do this.”
“Why don’t we meet at the statue in Town Square at eight-thirty? The less I’m seen at the station the better.” The historic courthouse, a large new courthouse, and a memorial statue and cannon centered on a small patch of grass formed Anderson’s Town Square.

“Okay, Jessie, I’ll see you at eight-thirty.” Johnny hung up.
Jessica felt anxious as she put down the receiver, but looked forward to seeing the handsome detective again. This unusual instant attraction to him unsettled her. Johnny’s abrupt manner also bothered her a little, but then it wasn’t every day a man worked with a psychic or talked to a missing child’s grandmother.
Jessie hurried to her bedroom to change. She brushed her hair back into a simple ponytail, applied a touch of makeup, a dab of perfume, and raced out the door.
Lighter traffic helped Jessie make good time as she drove her 1967 “almost-a-classic” Mustang. She saw the clock atop the old courthouse and began hunting for a parking space. She pulled into a spot about a half block from the Square with five minutes to spare. As she waited at the crossing light, she saw Johnny pacing in front of the statue.
 Detective Lansing looks even better in the sunshine. Chestnut highlights glinted in his thick brown hair and his jeans fit his muscular thighs like gloves. He wore a loose fitting blue chambray shirt left open over a navy blue, chest-hugger, tee shirt. Jessica crossed the street with several others, reminding herself to focus on business and not on the attractive detective.
Johnny glanced up to see Jessie walking toward him. He looked her over as she approached, as did several other men who turned for a second look as she passed. Her age, he guessed at early twenties, and height and weight, five-two and a hundred pounds. A very well proportioned hundred pounds, at that.

He urged her to the far side of the square as he spoke, “Right on time. Good, we can get started. My car’s this way.” They crossed the small street beside the new courthouse and went down the sidewalk to an unmarked police car. “The camera and a notepad are in the backseat,” he said, getting behind the wheel. “I thought we would go straight to Mrs. Wilson’s house. Maybe it will be quieter this time of morning. The ‘early birds’ already found out there is nothing new and I hope the rest won’t come around until later.”
Johnny entered traffic and then told her, “I appreciate all your help.”
“I hope it does help.” Jessie watched the direction Johnny drove in case she needed to return to the address later. “You mentioned on the phone you don’t think we have much time. Any special reason you think so? More visions?” he asked after driving a few minutes.
“I kept waking up last night with this sense of danger, a need to hurry.” She explained the sensations as best she could. “No specific images, just a feeling, a kind of foreboding.”
“Has it happened before?”
“Sometimes, but not often.” She didn’t want to tell him it happened on occasion before the vision of a body. No use to worry him. He wouldn’t believe me anyway.
They approached Mrs. Wilson’s street. “I’m going to park on the street around the corner,” Johnny explained. “We’ll walk over and act like we’re taking photos of the area.”
“Okay. What about the doll?” she reminded him.
“I’ll get it from Mrs. Wilson when you’re ready. She’s going to put it in a brown paper bag in case someone is around. You can stay back where she can’t see you.” Johnny looked around the neighborhood. “There doesn’t seem to be many people here today, so far. Maybe the news hounds got tired of waiting.” He parallel parked. “Let’s go, if you’re ready.”
“Would you lock my bag in the trunk? It might be in the way if I carry it,” Jessie asked as he opened the door for her.
Holding his hand out for her bag, Johnny grunted at the weight of it. “No wonder you don’t want to haul this thing with us. Is it full of gold bars or just bricks?” He couldn’t help teasing her as he opened the trunk and put it in. The junk women carried in their purses always amused him. Some of the bags were so heavy they should be registered as lethal weapons.
“Just stuff,” Jessie answered with a small smile. “All of it absolutely essential to my everyday life.”
“Yeah, right.” He grinned.
Jessie felt a shiver run through her. She thought he looked good before, but Johnny’s face took on a devilish, even more handsome appearance when he grinned. Down girl. Back to work.
Johnny grabbed the clipboard and camera then gestured for her to walk with him along the sidewalk. He knew Mrs. Wilson’s would be the third house on the right but he didn’t tell Jessie. If she didn’t recognize the house from her vision, this would end here. He and the captain decided this would be her test.
As they came abreast of the second house, Jessie stopped and told him, “The next house is where Cara was playing.” She pointed in front of the third house. “Right out there on the front walk.” Jessica indicated the side of the street a short distance from them. “The car was parked about here.” She said as she moved to the curb and kept glancing toward the Wilson house until she pinpointed the exact place.
Johnny followed her, pretending to take photos whenever he noticed someone nearby or a car passing.
“It parked at this spot.” Jessie turned and looked at him. “How tall is a car roof?”
“What?” he asked. She threw him off balance with the odd question.
“You know the top of the car. How high would it be with the car parked at the curb? Just a guess will do—for an average car?”
“Well, I can lean on the top of a car parked at the curb, so I guess about here.” He indicated the height with his hand.
Jessie closed her eyes for a moment and then held her hand even with his nose. “Then the man you’re hunting is this tall.”
“I’m six-two. Take off four to six inches—leaves us five-eight to five-ten,” he figured aloud then scribbled a note on his pad. “There doesn’t seem to be anyone around. I’ll see Mrs. Wilson about the doll.”
“I’ll wait over there,” she said, indicating a large maple tree.
Johnny knocked on Mrs. Wilson’s door and showed his badge to the lady who answered.
The woman went back into the house. A few moments later, another much older woman came out with a brown paper bag.
Jessica watched the gray-haired matron shake her finger at the detective. Smiling to herself, Jessie thought she had found at least one person Detective Lansing didn’t intimidate.
Johnny jogged back to Jessie. “Under no circumstances are you to let me forget to return this doll. She threatened me with dire consequences if anything happens to it. Said she made it by hand for Cara’s first birthday,” Johnny explained.
Jessie sensed the old woman’s grief for her missing grandchild deeply touched Johnny. She held out her hand. “May I hold it, please?”
After looking around and not seeing anyone watching them, Johnny reached into the bag and pulled out the hand-crafted Raggedy Ann.
Jessica accepted the doll. She could tell from the dirt stains on it Cara often played with it. Holding the doll to her chest, she walked to the front sidewalk of Mrs. Wilson’s house. Jessie closed her eyes and stood very still for several minutes.
Johnny silently watched and shielded Jessie from the view of passing cars.
Several minutes passed then Jessie took a long deep breath and handed the doll back to him. Folding her arms across her middle, she walked back to the police car.
Lansing put the doll into the brown bag and caught up with her. Placing the doll and the camera on the rear seat of the car, Johnny retrieved Jessie’s bag from the trunk and got in. He noticed a tear sliding down her cheek.
“Is it Cara?” He asked, afraid of what she might tell him.
“No, it’s okay. I just wanted to see something, anything to help find her. But I just felt the love the grandmother put into making the doll and all the people who have held it and cried since she was taken. There was no fear—nothing—to help. It’s frustrating.” She took a tissue from her purse and swiped her eyes. “What now?”
“Why do you think Cara went to the car?”
“She acted happy to see the person inside, as though she expected something. She wasn’t afraid.” Closing her eyes to remember better, Jessie went on, “Her hand was open when Cara reached through the open window. From the smile I saw on her face, Cara knew she would like whatever she got. Maybe she’d been given it before.”
“Okay, then it’s a pretty safe guess someone staked her out and gave her treats to set up the kidnapping. Candy or cookies would be hard to resist for a child Cara’s age. If Cara did it safely before, she would have no idea of any danger.” Johnny picked up the radio mike as he finished scribbling on the pad. “I’m going to have this area re-canvassed to ask about the dark blue car. Let’s see if someone recently handed out treats to kids.” It’s a start. “Do you remember anything else about the car to help identify it?”
“Bob tried to teach me models and makes of cars, but somehow it just wouldn’t stick,” Jessie told him. She thought about it for a minute. “I think there was an emblem on the front fender.”
“If you saw the emblem again would you recognize it?”
“Maybe. I’d be willing to try.”
“Hungry?”
This time she was thrown by the unexpected question. “Pardon?”
“Are you hungry?” he repeated. “The bakery up here has great croissants and coffee. I missed breakfast. I can pick up some and we can sneak you back into the station to look at car books.”
“If you think it will help,” Jessie agreed. “We need to find her—soon.”
* * * * *

Johnny led Jessie down the narrow hall and unlocked the small interrogation room they used before. He left her with the warm croissants and a covered cup of coffee while he went to get the auto ID books and to check his messages. She was finishing her first croissant when the detective came back into the room.
Jessie offered him a flicker of a smile and pushed the bakery box toward him.
Johnny slid into the chair across from her and laid the books on the table before taking a roll.
Jessie took the lid off her coffee cup and added extra creamer. Steam rose from the cup as she lifted it to take a sip. She blew on it to cool it a little before her first drink. A familiar chill ran through her. Not now, God, please not now.
 Cradling the cup with both hands, she watched as mist began curling all around the room. Lansing spoke to her, but she couldn’t understand him. Jessie closed her eyes. The mist thickened into fog and grew so dense everything went dark. It numbed her with cold and spread until there was nothing else. Then the tiny spot of light appeared as if in the center of a vortex. It spun as it moved closer and closer. Images melted into the light and Jessie strained to see through the curling mist in her mind.
Jessie saw trees and playground equipment. The images sharpened. Small children played in a sandbox while two women talked and laughed on a nearby bench. A little boy played alone behind the bench with toy trucks, pushing them on the path and making engine noises. A breeze rustled through the leaves on the trees. The children in the sandbox cried out and rubbed their eyes. Both women rushed over to wipe the sand away and console the babies. The ladies murmured, but Jessie couldn’t make out the words. A man wearing black clothing appeared from behind a large oak tree. Without a sound, he grabbed the boy, simultaneously slipping a hand over the child’s mouth. The man hurried away with the little boy clutched in his arms.

The images faded and the light spun away into the vortex once more. The thick fog turned into a lighter mist. Jessie became aware of being in the small room with the detective. Coffee dripped off the table and onto her jeans. Jessie’s quivering fingers had refused to hold the cup any longer. Opening her eyes, she saw Johnny’s blue ones staring at her. He knows I ‘zoned out.’ The uncontrollable shaking worsened. Her body would not cooperate with her brain. Jessie felt drained and weak.
“A-a-again. It h-happened again,” she whispered through chattering teeth.
“You had a vision?” he asked. “A-a k-kidnapping...”
Johnny pulled his shirt off and draped it over her shoulders. “I’ll get a blanket; be right back.” “Better?” he asked after he wrapped Jessie in a green, wool blanket and blotted up the spilled coffee.
Jessica nodded.
“Did it happen yet?”
 Her teeth stopped chattering as she got warm. “I don’t know,” she whispered.
He needed details. “Where did it happen?”
“A park, maybe a playground.” Her voice shook but sounded a little stronger.
“Can you describe it?” He was desperate. Jessie saw Cara’s kidnapping before it happened. We have a chance to stop this one if it hasn’t happened yet. Maybe she could tell him where to go.

“Big trees, oaks, I think,” she closed her eyes to get the picture in her mind. “A sandbox and a bench, some swings and a path. Between two roads you can see from the bench,” she remembered.
“Got it!” Detective Lansing jumped up and unlocked the door. “Same MO as before?”
“I saw the same man, but I didn’t see the car this time. He grabbed a little boy off the path when the women went to the other children.”
“Maybe we can stop this one.” Johnny let the door close behind him.
Jessie wanted to lie down. The visions exhausted her. She drew the blanket closer around her body and laid her aching head on the table.
Johnny came back a few minutes later. “Come on. You have to show me which child to watch.”
Jessie made herself get up and follow him out the door. She swayed on shaky legs and he put his hand under her arm to steady her.
“Jessie, are you all right?” he asked once they made it to the car. Her brown eyes were a startling contrast against her pale skin, and Lansing thought she might faint.
“Yes, just tired.” She held his shirt and the blanket tightly around her as he peeled out of the parking lot.

“I think the park you described is the one dividing North Murray Avenue. Tell me about the little boy.”
“He has blonde hair, fair—like Cara. He’s wearing a red tee shirt and green shorts. He was playing with some yellow plastic trucks on the path right behind the bench. He’s younger than Cara, I think. He was sitting so I couldn’t tell how tall he was.” Jessie’s voice sounded even stronger as the aftereffects of the vision wore off.
“This is the park.” Johnny pulled into a parking space. “We’ve got patrol cars already stationed out of sight nearby. Does it look familiar?”
“The trees are the right size. They could be the ones I saw.”
“Okay, let’s take a walk. If you’re warm enough, I need my shirt back. It hides my gun and holster and I don’t want to alarm anyone.”
Jessie wriggled around until she got out of his shirt.

The detective put on his shirt as he slid out of the car then he came around to open her door. He offered his hand to help her stand. Johnny felt an odd tingle go up his arm from their joined hands but passed it off as electrical static from the blanket. Then she lifted her eyes to his and he felt another surge of warmth go through his body. Keep your mind on the job. He pulled his hand away quickly and closed the door.
They crossed the street and started down a path winding through the park. A woman, out of breath and flustered, rushed up to them. Jessie recognized her as one of the women in her vision.
“My little boy wandered off. Have you seen him? He was angry because I made him leave the sandbox, but he’s never wandered off before.”
“We haven’t seen him. I’m Detective Lansing, with the Anderson Police Department. Describe him and I’ll call it in; we’ll help you look.” Johnny feared what she would say.
“He’s three, with blond hair and blue eyes. He’s wearing a red tee shirt and green shorts. His name is Timothy, Timmy for short. I don’t want to put you to a lot of trouble. I’m sure he’s hiding because he’s upset.” The woman pointed up the path and said, “I’m going to look up there. I know I’ll find him.” The woman hurried away calling her son’s name.
“Jessie, I have to get some help down here. Why don’t you look for the bench and see if you come up with anything else? I’ll be right back.” Johnny ran up the hill wishing for the hundredth time the department budget allowed for cell phones or at least enough handheld radios.
Jessie followed the path and prayed she would find the right bench before her legs gave out. Still weak from the vision, disappointment roiled through her at not being able to prevent this kidnapping. The sandbox at last came into view and then the bench. Another woman stood watch over the children still playing there. Jessie avoided them and the bench so she wouldn’t have to discuss the little boy’s disappearance. Right now, she needed to concentrate.
The bright yellow, plastic trucks lay just as she saw them in her vision. Jessica walked off the path to where the man hid behind the oak tree. She carefully looked for footprints or any sign the man had been there, but the ground didn’t reveal anything. Leaning against the tree for support, Jessie closed her eyes and recalled the details of the vision. She needed to get a feel for the kidnapper or see some clues to help find the children, but she felt nothing new.
Johnny was back beside her before she realized it.
“The uniforms are looking, but I’m sure the kidnappers are gone,” he explained. “The boy’s mother said he was missing almost thirty minutes by the time we got here. She doesn’t want to accept even the possibility he’s been kidnapped. Roadblocks are going up all over the area. The bus station and the airport will be checked, too. We’re working on statewide Amber Alerts. Now, tell me again everything you remember.”
“The man in the black clothes stood here, behind this tree. The little boy played with the trucks where they are now. A breeze blew through the trees and the babies in the sandbox got sand in their eyes. They started to cry and both women went to them. The women’s backs were turned when the man jumped out, grabbed Timmy, covered his mouth, and hurried away. I think the poor child was too startled to do anything and the mothers never heard a thing.”
Jessie paused and shook her head. “I think I saw a dark mark, maybe a tattoo, on the man’s hand.” She rubbed her temples. “I’m just so tired. I’m having trouble focusing; there’s too much going on here.”
Johnny hated to push her, but it looked like there might be a serial criminal on their hands. He needed information and he needed it fast. “I understand you’re tired, but we can’t stop now. We have to get a handle on this before another kid disappears. We need to go back to the station and identify the car. You have to go over every single detail of both visions. Then I’ll get you some mug books and we’ll see if you can ID the guy.”
Taking a deep breath, Jessie frowned at the number of officers combing the park. “At least we can sit down in a quiet place at the station.” While they walked to the car she added, “I know this may look easy to you, detective, but I assure you it’s not. It drains me physically and mentally to have these visions. The more often I have them, the more severe the fatigue becomes. I’m trying very hard to help. You don’t know how much I want you to catch the kidnappers and get those kids home safely.” Jessie rubbed her fingers across her forehead trying to ease the pressure building there. “I’ve seen what happens to some kidnapped children. I’ve led Bob and others to the bodies,” she whispered. Clearing her throat, she continued, “But it takes time—sometimes longer than the children have. Besides I didn’t say I was quitting, just that I’m tired. I’ve learned I make more mistakes when I’m tired. I also get irritable—like now.”
“You’re tired and I’m frustrated. We make a good team,” Johnny said as they got into his car.
* * * * *

Once back at the station, Johnny settled Jessie into the same interrogation room and went to check on the search for the little boy and his kidnapper.
Jessie looked through books to find an emblem matching the one from her first vision. It took a while, but Jessie did locate a match. Marking the place, she looked for the body style. When Johnny returned with coffee for her, Jessie showed him the picture of the emblem. Then she flipped through the pages searching for the correct body style. Jessie studied each one before pointing, “It’s this one. I’m sure.”
“Good work, Jessie. I’ll add this to the APB. Take a break then we’ll go over what you saw and you can check out the mug books.” Johnny picked up the auto books and left.
After turning sideways in her chair, Jessie stretched her feet and legs onto the chair beside her. She sipped lukewarm coffee, wishing it contained more cream. She just wanted a pain pill to ease her head and a place to lie down. She always needed several hours’ sleep to feel normal again after a vision, but Jessie knew she wouldn’t get it.
Jessie pictured the man dressed in black. The hand over Timmy’s mouth—definitely a tattoo on his hand and wrist. A dragon tail and feet, or some kind of lizard. She closed her eyes and focused on the man’s face.
Johnny returned and sat down.
Without opening her eyes, she said, “He has a dragon-like tattoo on his right arm. The tail and back feet go down his wrist onto his hand.” Jessie paused for several minutes before going on, “I think he’s left-handed. His watch was on his right wrist—the same one with the marking. His clothes were neat, but not designer, not real expensive. He has dirty blond, close-cut hair, like a military cut. He’s stocky, but not fat. No facial hair.” Her words slowed and her hands trembled again. “He wore a black sports coat, black knit pullover, and black slacks.” Jessie finished, totally exhausted.
“Jessie, do you live near here?” Lansing wanted to know.
“Why?” she asked, suspiciously peeking at him.
“I could run you home to rest. I don’t want you to fall out on me.”
“It takes about thirty minutes, depending on traffic. If you’ll give me the blanket I used earlier I’ll camp out over in the corner,” she told him, ready to stretch out anywhere.
“No you don’t. Come on.” Johnny helped her up as he talked. “My place is close. You can lie down for a couple of hours and then we can get back to work.”
His hands feel so good on my arms; so warm and strong, but gentle. Her thoughts were random and disjointed as exhaustion threatened to claim her. Jessie fought the confusion and went with him.

She welcomed his steadying hand on her waist as they walked to his car. Jessie sat wordless while Lansing drove the short distance to his apartment. “I need my bag from the trunk,” she told him as they got out.
“I’ll get it,” he said. He carried her bag and kept one hand under her arm. A short walkway and a few steps led to the front door of his apartment. She leaned against the wall while he unlocked and opened the door. Jessie leaned on his arm as he showed her inside.
Johnny handed her the handbag. “The bed is upstairs or you can stay down here on the sofa.”
“Sofa is fine. May I have some water?” Jessie searched in her bag for her pills. Her vision was already blurred from the pain. If she didn’t get relief soon, the nausea would start. Jessie gratefully accepted the glass of water Johnny brought and swallowed a pill. She sank down onto the sofa and snuggled down to rest.
Johnny pulled a throw from the back of the sofa and spread it over her. Kneeling beside her head, he kept his voice low. “I’m going back to the station. The phone is on the end table next to you. Press ‘star one’ and it dials Officer Madding. She’ll know how to find me. Help yourself to whatever you need and I’ll be back in a while.”
“Thank you,” Jessie whispered. She heard the door lock click when he left. The tight bands in her head eased a bit as the pain pill did its work and she dozed off.
CHAPTER 3
Johnny walked into the police station while thinking about his decision to join the Anderson Police Department two years ago. He accepted a drastic pay cut to get a less stressful job. More content and less strung out, the change worked for him. Staying in one place suited Johnny and he swiftly grew fond of the area. He felt like he fit here. The town was large enough to keep him entertained, yet small enough to avoid attracting the interests of major crime bosses, large gangs, and arms dealers.
Busy settling in and doing his job he had dated sparingly and casually over the past two years. Now he realized he faced an attraction to a young woman, a psychic no less, he just met yesterday. The kicker being, it wasn’t just sexual attraction, although it was a big part. Johnny wanted to get to know her. It had been quite a while since he felt this way about a woman and Jessie didn’t even trust him enough to give him her name. Johnny decided he was going to change the trust issue with Jessie as soon as possible.
Johnny checked the computer printout of cars matching the kidnapper’s vehicle description. With the help of a computer specialist, many were eliminated as owners were identified and checked out. The computer specialist also checked whether there were any matches for the description of the kidnapper. But, no luck, so far.
 Something was going to have to give on this case and Johnny wanted to be on top of it. He checked his watch and mumbled, “I hope a couple of hours will be enough rest, Jessie. It’s all I can give you right now.”
* * * * *
Johnny touched Jessie on the arm. “Time to wake up, sleepyhead.”
She pushed up to a sitting position sleepily mumbling, “What about Cara and Timmy? Any news?”

“No, not a word. There’s been no ransom note or call. The roadblocks haven’t turned up anything either. Some news on the car, though. The computer spit out a list of possible matches in the area and the guys are checking them out. There’s still no match on the kidnapper’s description. We’re going to have to narrow him down a little more. Are you up to it?”
“I think so,” Jessie replied.
“I’ll make coffee,” he told her as he headed to the kitchen.
Jessica made her way to the small bathroom. Everything seemed clean although somewhat cluttered, she noticed as she looked around. While she brushed her hair, Jessie thought Johnny was really kind to let her rest at his place. She felt she saw a piece of the real Jonathon Lansing. A side he usually hides. Jessie wondered if the detective was interested in her at all. Shrugging, she headed to the kitchen.
Johnny sat at a round oak table with a cup of coffee in front of him. Another cup and a half-empty carafe were nearby. He got up and offered the chair across from his before pouring Jessie a cup of coffee. “Ready to get started?” he asked.
“Yes, I think so. At least I can think clearer now,” she told him while adding lots of creamer to the warm brew.
“How well did you see the kidnapper? Could you describe him to a police artist?” Johnny wanted to know.
Jessie closed her eyes and pictured the man she saw twice in her visions. “I’m sure I can describe him to an artist. I just hope it’ll help.”
“Good. An artist from Columbia should arrive in a couple of hours. It took a while to talk the captain into sending for him. Would you prefer to work at the station or here?”
“Could we work here, if it wouldn’t bother you? I can concentrate better when there aren’t so many people around.”
“We’ll work here then. Until he arrives, I have some drawings for you to look at and I want you to hold the doll again, just in case you think of something else.”
“Okay,” Jessie replied. “What are the drawings of?”
“Tattoos—all kinds of military, prison, and gang-related body-art. See if you can find the dragon you saw on his arm,” he explained as reached for the stack of drawings. “Why don’t you start looking while I call in?”
Jessie nodded and started flipping through the thick stack of drawings. This might take a while.
Johnny placed his calls and then got Cara’s doll from his car. He was determined to do everything possible to help Jessie have another vision or remember something to lead them to the missing children.
Jessie looked up as Johnny came back into the kitchen. “I never realized there were so many different tattoos. So far none match the part I saw below his coat sleeve.”
“Do the best you can. We can always work with the artist on the tatt if necessary.”
Jessica liked the fact he used ‘we,’ which made her a part of the team. Maybe this was a sign she could begin trusting him. She knew they were going to have to learn to depend on each other. Jessie spotted the tattoo. “Here! This one! If I cover up the front half of the dragon, the tail and the back legs look a lot like what I saw. Could the artist draw this on an arm partially covered by a sleeve so I can be sure?”
“That shouldn’t be a problem. Let me see where this one comes from.” He took the page to read the information on the back. “This one is popular with students of martial arts including, but not limited, to the military.”
Jessie looked crestfallen. “It doesn’t help. Not at all.”
“But it does, Jessie. At this point everything helps. It adds to our overall description. Maybe he’s military and we can crosscheck with military databases. Once the sketches are finished, we can show them around town. Someone might remember him. I always remember someone with a tattoo or a scar. I think average citizens do, too. From the nothing we started with on Monday evening after Cara’s kidnapping, we have a description of the car, a distinct tattoo, and once the artist is finished, we’ll have a sketch of the guy.” Johnny tried to sound more confident than he felt. “Don’t get discouraged. We’re going to get those kids back.”
Johnny could tell Jessie wanted to help but she looked tired. Tired himself, they were only two days into the first kidnapping. Today alone seemed like a week. It’s hard to believe I met Jessie yesterday. He hated to keep pushing but he needed her to remember more or those kids might be lost forever. “Jessie, why don’t you rest a little more while I grab a shower? We have some time to kill before the artist shows up.”
“Sounds good to me. Maybe I’ll remember something to help Cara,” she responded, while gazing at him across the table.
He smiled at her. “I hope so.” Johnny urged her to the sofa in the living room. “Get comfortable and relax.” He switched off the lights, closed the window blinds, and then picked up the bag containing the doll. Cara’s mom and dad have to be beyond frantic by now. Pushing those thoughts away, he focused on his job. Johnny put the Raggedy Ann doll in Jessie’s hands. “Do whatever it is you do. I’ll be upstairs showering if you need me.”
Jessie hugged the doll to her chest and snuggled into the corner of the plush sofa. Light from the kitchen cast shadows through the living room. She relaxed and the tension ebbed from her body. The distant sound of the shower running relaxed her more. Taking a deep breath, she let her mind wander.
Memories of the first vision at the lunch counter on Monday drifted through her mind. A plate of steaming food sat in front of her—food she never ate because the vision began. Then her mind skipped to the second vision in the interrogation room with Johnny present. She had just opened her coffee cup from the bakery and watched the steam rise when the mist swirled in and the vision started. Jessie thought back to her last case with Bob.
Though she shuddered and didn’t want to go there, she forced herself to remember. Just before her vision of the location of the child’s body, she started the shower. A hot shower with lots of steamy mist. While she showered away the horror of what she encountered at the crime scene, the murderer’s face appeared to her. Was this the secret to triggering the visions? Could it be so simple? Inviting the fog by staring into a fog of some sort? If so, it might work the other way. If I avoid the mist, could I avoid the visions?

For twelve long years they had come uninvited and tore her life apart. Could I learn, after all this time, to avoid them or to invite them at will? To gain some sort of control? Determined to test her theory, Jessie laid the doll aside and hurried to the kitchen. She opened cabinets until she found a pot. Filling it with the hottest tap water, she placed it on the largest unit on the stovetop. Jessie carried a trivet into the living room to place on the large trunk Johnny used for a coffee table. Then, she turned on a lamp at the end of the sofa so she could see the steam. Running back to the kitchen, Jessie saw the water wasn’t boiling yet. She remembered seeing a lid in the cabinet and rummaged for it, capping it over the pot.
Jessie paced the floor, waiting for the water to boil. The lid on the pot rattled when the water at last reached a boil, startling her. Using potholders, Jessica carried the covered pot to the trivet. After a deep steadying breath, she sat on the edge of the sofa, picked up the doll, and removed the lid. Hot steam rose in a thick cloud and she looked into it. The chill, preceding the visions, passed over her body. The mist began to swirl in front of her and then to curl around the room.
Jessie clutched the doll tighter and closed her eyes. The mist grew thicker and darker. The room became cold and foggy. No light, no sound, just dense, clinging, damp, chilling fog. Then the small glimmer of light appeared, spinning and coming closer and closer. It stopped and an image became visible.
A woman with medium brown hair wore a faded, red, tee shirt. A small white apron covered her black jeans. A bell sounded and a deep male voice yelled, “Pickup.” The woman turned and lifted several plates, arranging them in a practiced way on her arm. She carried them to a booth and set them in front of a man dressed all in black, a petite blond woman, and two, blond-haired children.

“Anything else?” the brown-haired waitress asked.

“No,” the man answered. When the waitress left, he told the children in a hushed voice, “Eat and don’t give me no trouble, if you know what’s good for you.”

“Mike, you’re scaring the poor babies. You won’t get them to do anything but cry.” The blond woman told him in a soothing voice and put her hand on his arm. She turned and smiled at the children. “You eat babies, and Uncle Mike will get you a surprise later, okay? He’s just grumpy this morning because he’s tired.”

Jessie got one clear glimpse of the little girl’s face before the images faded. Then the light began to spin and move farther away until it disappeared into the dense, cold fog. As the fog turned into a mist and finally dispersed, Jessica slumped back against the sofa, drained, cold, and shivering.
She opened her eyes to a knocking sound and realized she still clutched the doll to her chest like a lifeline.
Johnny bounded down the stairs. “Why didn’t you get the door? It’s probably the officer bringing the artist.” He looked through the peephole and then opened the door to admit a large man carrying a briefcase and a sketchpad. A smiling, black, uniformed officer stood alongside him. The men shook hands and laughed together as they talked. Johnny motioned toward Jessie and they moved in her direction.
Weak and shivering, she just sat there.
“Jessie, this is the artist we’ve been expecting, Peter Banning. And this is a friend of mine, Officer James Parker.” Johnny noted her shivering and the pallor of her skin. He turned back to the other two men and shifted to stand between them and Jessie, “Why don’t you set up on the kitchen table? Help yourself to some coffee. Jessie’s been asleep, I think,” Johnny said as he led them toward the kitchen. “I’ll be back with you in a few minutes. Make yourselves at home.”
Johnny went down on one knee in front of Jessie. He grabbed the throw from the back of the sofa and wrapped it around her. It took some effort to unclench her hands from the doll and remove it from her grasp.
“You did it, didn’t you? You saw something?” He asked while rubbing his hands up and down her arms to help warm and revive her.
Jessie nodded and gave him a shaky smile.
“I’ll get you some coffee. Be right back.” Johnny returned to sit beside her, pressing a warm cup of creamy coffee into her hands. He steadied the cup in her trembling hands as she sipped. “Better?” he wanted to know.
“Yes, thank you. I’m afraid I zoned out. I saw Cara for sure and Timmy, I think,” she explained in a whispery voice.
“They’re still alive, then. Could you tell where and when?”
“I think it’s in the morning. They were having breakfast in a café or diner, but I couldn’t tell where. So, yes, I’d say they’re okay for now.” Jessie took a long shaky breath. “The same man in black clothes and a blonde woman bought them food. The guy’s name is Mike. At least, the woman called him Mike.”
“Are you up to working with the artist? We’ve got to get a sketch of this guy and one of the woman if you can. Will you be able to work tonight—after this?”
“Yes, I’ll do it,” she firmly stated. “Do you think I have time for a shower? I hate to keep them waiting, but…”
“I’ll take care of them. You go on up and shower. The towels are on the shelf in the bathroom and use whatever else you need. There’s a drawer full of tee shirts in the top right of my dresser. I’m afraid I don’t have anything else to offer. Take as long as you need. We’ll wait,” Johnny assured her. Pointing to the pot on the table, he wanted to know, “By the way, what’s this for?”
“I’ll explain it all later,” she told him as she forced herself up from the sofa. Jessie swayed and she felt Johnny steady her. Three visions so close together drained her energy reserves.
“You’re sure you’re all right?” he asked, holding her arm.
“I’m okay, just very tired. The shower should help.”
Johnny led her to the bottom of the stairs and watched her go up, holding the rail. He wished he were going up with her to shower and then snuggle in his large bed.
Jessie looked around Johnny’s large bedroom. A huge king-size bed, covered in a thick, chocolate-colored comforter, took up a lot of the space. A matching dresser stood against one wall. A large oak chest of drawers filled a nook at the end of the short hall leading to the bathroom.
Jessie pulled several towels from the shelf and started the shower, being careful to keep the water tepid. She couldn’t handle another vision just now. She stepped under the warm water and let it wash away some of the fatigue threatening to overwhelm her. She shampooed her long hair. Conscious of the men waiting for her downstairs, hurried through the rest. Wrapping her hair in one of the towels, she blotted her skin dry with another.
In the bedroom, she found an assortment of tee shirts and football jerseys where Johnny told her to look. Jessie pulled on a thick football jersey. It hung almost to her knees and had a black rooster emblazoned across the front of the garnet material. The three-quarter length sleeves came to her hands, but it felt warm, comfortable, and concealing, her real concerns at the moment. She pulled on her jeans, but left her feet bare. Jessie decided she needed to be comfortable and it looked like it was going to be a long night if the day was any indication. She brushed out her towel-dried hair and left it hanging loose then went downstairs to get to work.
* * * * *
Johnny and Officer Parker watched Peter and Jessie build the sketch of the kidnapper. Johnny filled coffee cups, called breaks and calmed nerves when patience wore thin.
Jim Parker grew tired of watching and decided they didn’t need him as a referee. He went into the living room to put his feet up.
At two a.m. on Thursday morning, after hours of trial and error, Peter and Jessie delivered. The artist captured the image of Mike, “the man in black.”
Johnny held the detailed sketch of the man who kidnapped the two children. Johnny already trusted Jessie. If Jessie said this was the man to look for, he would do his best to find him. “This is great work guys,” Johnny told them. Glancing at Jessie and seeing how tired and pale she looked, he hated to ask her to do more. “I need you to work on the tattoo. Here’s the one Jessie thinks is closest, Peter. Could you draw it on a right arm with a tail on the hand and a jacket sleeve covering part of it?”
Peter stood and stretched. “I’m game if Jessie is,” he told Johnny. “The sketch should ID the guy, for sure. You’ve got a great eye for detail, Jessie.” Peter patted his pocket, checking for cigarettes. “I’m going outside to have a smoke and walk a bit before we get back to it, though.”
“Sure,” Johnny replied. “We all need a good break, except Jim. He’s asleep somewhere, I think.”
“Okay with me. He’s the designated driver,” Peter chuckled before he left the kitchen.
Johnny turned to ask Jessie, “How are you doing?”
“Tired, but glad to be doing something constructive. I hope the sketches will lead to the children before anything awful happens to them. But, I’m worried we won’t be in time. It’s all jumbled up inside me.” Jessie sipped her coffee and they were quiet for a while.
Then Johnny broke the silence. “Can I ask you a personal question?”
Jessie looked up and nodded.
“Is there someone special in your life—a man?”
“You surprise me. Of all the things you could ask, I didn’t expect you to ask that. Once,” she went on, “there was a special man, I thought. I was nineteen and he was twenty-five. It didn’t work out like I thought it would.” Jessica asked in return, “How about you? Anyone special in your life?”
“Not for awhile, now. I’ve been settling in and trying to get it together. I didn’t need the distraction,” he answered.
“I think I cleared out the cobwebs,” the artist said as he entered the kitchen. He asked, glancing at Jessie, “You ready to get back to work?”
“Whenever you are.”
* * * * *

In just over an hour, Peter and Jessie completed a detailed picture of the tattoo she remembered seeing on Mike’s arm, complete with wristwatch, neatly trimmed fingernails, and jacket cuff.
Peter threw down his pencil. “No more tonight. My fingers are going to fall off.”
Johnny saw Jessie stifle a yawn behind her hand. She looked very pale and tired. “Fine,” Johnny responded. “Jim can drive you to your motel. Get some rest and then call me at the station. We still need a drawing of the woman.”
“Sounds good. It was nice to meet you, Jessie,” Peter told her as he gathered his materials. “I look forward to our next session.”
Johnny thanked them both and locked the door behind them.
Jessie sat at the table with her chin propped in her hand, already half asleep, when Johnny returned to the kitchen. “Why don’t you stay here? I have to go to the station and get them started with these sketches. You can sleep a few hours before Peter is ready to work again. Take the bed upstairs and if you need me, call the station.” Johnny tucked his gun into the holster at the center of his back and picked up the sketches.
Jessie stood, yawning and stretching. “But what about you? You need some rest, too,”
Johnny’s lips curved in a gentle smile as he watched her body move under his shirt. “It’s very tempting, but I better not. I’ll rest at the station while the computers are running the sketches. I can get by a while longer.”
Jessie followed as he started out of the kitchen. She didn’t realize Johnny was pausing to turn off the light and bumped into his back.
“Sorry. I guess you can tell I need lots of sleep,” she mumbled through another yawn. “Are you sure you want me to sleep upstairs? I don’t want to be…”
“Yes, I’m sure. Lock up after me,” he told her. “Goodnight,” he whispered as he leaned to place a gentle kiss on her forehead before going out the front door.
Jessie smiled as she climbed the stairs to his bedroom. He is such a nice man after all and so darn sexy. She turned back the covers, slipped off her jeans, and slid into his bed. She found the musky male scent clinging to the pillows comforting and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
CHAPTER 4
At the police station, Rachael, the on duty computer operator, scanned the sketch of the kidnapper into the system. She told Lansing it would take a while for the computer to sort out all of the possible matches. During the process, a copy of the sketch would also be faxed to the appropriate agencies for matching with military and intelligence files local law enforcement agencies could not access.
Johnny glanced at his watch. Four-thirty a.m. He dialed Captain Montgomery’s home. “Sir, do you want the sketch and the tattoo information released to the press?”
The captain, awakened from a sound asleep, took a minute to reply. “We don’t have any proof this man is involved. Under the circumstances, I have to say wait. People will report seeing him and this man might not even exist. I’ll be in at seven and we’ll discuss this then. Goodnight.”
Johnny leaned back in his chair with his crossed feet upon his desk then did what he hated most—he waited. He dozed off and on until the increased activity around him prompted another glance at his watch. Almost time for the captain to come in.
Dropping his feet to the floor, Johnny rubbed his face, and stretched. He poured himself a cup of coffee and then went to check for messages in his inbox. A small stack, all written in Officer Madding’s neat script, waited for him. As he thumbed through the message slips, a few looked important but one in particular captured his attention.
An officer canvassing the area of Cara Johnson’s disappearance located a Mrs. Grayson who thought her child might have been approached by the kidnapper. Johnny contacted the officer for specifics and decided to investigate further. He made sure the computer specialist knew where to reach him then Johnny left to see Mrs. Grayson. It would give the captain time to have several cups of coffee before their meeting.
Mrs. Grayson lived only a few blocks away from Cara’s grandmother. When Johnny knocked on the door and identified himself, Mrs. Grayson invited him in. They sat at the kitchen table and Johnny asked about the suspicious person who approached her daughter.
“Well, it was about two days before the poor little girl disappeared. My daughter, Janice, was out playing in the yard. I thought I heard a car in the front and figured it was my sister stopping by like she does some days. After a few minutes, Janice came running in the door just a-yelling, ‘Mommy,’ over and over. I got her quieted down enough for her to tell me about some woman offering her candy if she would come to the car. I ran to look, but by the time I got there the car was gone. I didn’t think anymore about it other than to tell Janice she did right.”
Mrs. Grayson paused to collect her thoughts. “Then, I went to prayer meeting last night and everyone was talking about those two missing children. I talked to our preacher and he called the police station. The officer came right on over to the church.” Mrs. Grayson shuddered. “When I think of how close I came to losing my Janice... I just get this sick feeling all over.”
“How old is Janice, Mrs. Grayson?”
“She’s six. She’s in the first grade this year. Thank goodness they just watched a film on keeping safe. You know, stuff like not taking candy from strangers and to always tell an adult about strangers trying to talk to them.”
“Could I ask Janice some questions?”
“I’d rather you didn’t and she already left for school. Could I ask her for you? I’d write down what she said and tell you word for word. I can do it without worrying her or scaring her.”
“We can try it, ma’am, but I may have to talk to her at some point. For now, I’ll write down what I need to know.” Johnny looked up from the pad he was scribbling notes on. “Oh, I’d like to see a picture of your daughter, please.”

Mrs. Grayson stepped into the next room and came back with a framed photo. “This is the most recent one I’ve got. She just turned six.”
A blond-haired, blue-eyed, angelic child, who looked younger than six, smiled at Johnny from the picture. “She’s beautiful. You must be very proud of her.” Johnny handed back the photo.
“Now, tell me why you wanted to see it,” Mrs. Grayson insisted, holding the picture to her chest.
“To see if there is a connection with Janice and the two missing children. I think there is. Those two children and your daughter all have blond hair and blue eyes. It makes it even more important for you to get the answers to those questions as soon as possible,” Johnny explained.
“So, you think she saw the kidnapper?” the mother’s voice became shrill with alarm. “You don’t think they’ll come back here, do you? Is Janice in any kind of danger?”
Johnny tried to allay Mrs. Grayson’s fears. “It’s possible she did see the kidnapper’s accomplice, but I wouldn’t think they will come back to this area. It’s very unlikely Janice is in any danger. We’ve already increased patrols to be sure everyone is protected.”
“I’m going to the school and get her out as soon as I can. This is my mother’s number,” she told him while writing on a pad. “She lives in Seneca and I think Janice and me will go stay with her a few days. I got a couple of days coming from work. Janice is all I got since her daddy died and I’m not taking chances. I’ll call you from there after I talk to Janice.”
“All right, Mrs. Grayson. I don’t think it’s necessary, but I can understand wanting to take Janice away for a few days if it will make you both feel safer. But if I don’t hear from you by noon I’m going to call you there.”
“Oh, you’ll hear from me,” Mrs. Grayson promised. “I want them people off the street. Kids around here have got enough problems without somebody taking them right out of their own yards.”
Back in his car, the police radio squawked and the dispatcher informed Johnny, “The captain is looking for you and the computer op has news. Madding says messages are piling up. Don’t wait too long or she’ll be buried under the stack.”
“Ten-four, on my way in,” he answered with a chuckle. “Tell Madding I’ll bring a shovel.” Johnny drove to the station, dreading the meeting with his captain. Ah well, I have to face him sooner or later. He stopped by the computer room first. Maybe I’ll have something to appease the captain if their news is good.

Deirdre, the day shift computer specialist, handed Johnny a printout, complete with photo. “This is your guy. He has a record. It took a while to make the hit because South Dakota’s system was down.” Deirdre’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. “Do you want an APB?”
“Not yet. Let me talk to the captain first. Thanks for sticking with it,” Johnny gave her a pat on the shoulder and headed for the “lion’s den.” He read the bio on the printout while he walked. All his instincts told him Jessie was right and this was the kidnapper. Now, to convince the captain.
