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      Zachary’s phone rang somewhere under the stacks of paper he was sorting through. At first, it startled him, but that wasn’t why he dove so eagerly into the piles to find it and snatch it up. He was bored with paperwork. He knew it had to be done, and he was lucky to have his sister Heather acting as his executive assistant and helping him to stay on top of everything—especially the accounting. But there was still paperwork that he had to handle personally, and he’d had enough of it for the day.

      Hyperfocus was a blessing when he needed to dive deep into a case and unearth the details others had overlooked. When he was hyperfocused, it didn’t matter that he had to plow through hundreds of lines of security logs looking for a pattern or through dusty boxes of personal filing to find the one key piece of information that would help him to solve the case. But ADHD brought with it the opposite of hyperfocus. The inability to focus on what was right in front of him. Hypervigilance sapped his attention no matter how many times he told himself he and Kenzie were safe and there was nothing to worry about. And the novelty-seeking part of his brain was looking for something, anything to do that was not paperwork.

      Zachary had managed to hold it together for forty-five minutes, using a chime that sounded on his phone every five minutes to bring him back from wherever his mind wandered to the job at hand. He had fought himself every step of the way and was not even halfway through the paper that he had hoped to process.

      The sound of the phone ringing—not the refocus chime, but an actual phone call—was a reprieve, releasing him from his self-imposed prison. He knocked over a couple of stacks of paper looking for it and managed to swipe the screen and bring the phone up to his ear before the call went to voicemail.

      “Goldman Investigations,” he greeted.

      Hopefully, it was a good case. Not a robocall or a spousal surveillance file. Though, at this point, he would talk to anyone..

      “Is this Zachary Goldman?” an unfamiliar female voice inquired.

      Zachary took a half second to glance at the caller ID. It was a local Vermont number. Of course, it could still be routed through India or some other country, but the caller did not have an accent, so if it was someone trying to sell him a new phone plan or conducting a survey on the brands he usually bought, at least they were employing local Vermonters, and he should give them the courtesy of at least a few minutes of his time.

      “Yes, this is Zachary,” he confirmed. “How can I help you?”

      “Your name was given to me by Dr. Williams.”

      Zachary went through his mental contact list. He saw or had seen a lot of doctors in his life, but Dr. Williams did not spring immediately to memory. Maybe a doctor he had seen on rotation in the psych ward? But if it were someone referring business to him, then it wasn’t likely to be someone who had seen him in the depths of a depressive cycle.

      “Yes?” he encouraged, as if he knew who she was talking about. Hopefully, the conversation would remind him who Dr. Williams was, if that was important.

      “Dr. Williams said that you have some experience in dealing with… kids who are selectively mute or non-speaking?”

      It came to Zachary in a flash. Not a therapist that he had seen. One who was treating Rhys Salter, a Black teen that Zachary had met during a previous murder investigation and had kept in touch with ever since. Rhys did not speak. A very occasional word or phrase here and there. Mostly, he communicated by gestures and a messenger app on his phone. Not through conventional language, but mostly with pictures, memes, and short words and phrases. It was as though his brain wouldn’t let him communicate normally.

      “Oh, Rhys’s doctor,” he blurted. “Yes, I manage to communicate with Rhys through other means.”

      There were the other kids he had dealt with at the Summit Living Center as well, children with autism who had different levels of communication abilities, some of them facilitated with technology and some of them requiring a lot of patience and close attention to body language for their reactions.

      “Okay.” The caller let out a sigh. “Okay, maybe you can help me. I am taking care of a six-year-old boy—Leo—who has been through… well, a very traumatic situation. He isn’t really mute, but… he doesn’t have much to say and just avoids it when I ask him anything. I was hoping you could help him.”

      “I’m not a therapist…”

      “No. Leo is seeing Dr. Williams, who thinks that in time, he’ll be able to help Leo. But, well… Leo’s father was killed and I don’t think the police are getting anywhere in their investigation. I wanted you to look into it. To see if you can figure out what happened. I don’t know if Leo knows anything about what happened. No one else has been able to get anything useful from him.”

      “His father was murdered?”

      “He was killed in a home invasion.”

      “And was Leo a witness?”

      “No one knows for sure. We don’t know how much he might have seen. He won’t talk about it.”

      “Have the police interviewed him? They have people who are trained in talking to child witnesses. Getting testimony without unintentionally tainting it.”

      “Yes. They’ve had him in three times,” her voice vibrated with frustration. “A different person each time. Trying to find someone who can connect with him and dig out what he knows. But that is not working. Besides that, they’ve given up now. They said to let them know if anything ever comes up in his therapy.”

      Zachary thought about this. “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Yes, my name is Rebecca Harris. Do you think we could get together? You could meet Leo and just see… if the two of you connect. The people he saw through the police… they were all very kind, and I’m sure had all sorts of training, but I didn’t get the feeling that any of them understood him.”

      “And… you said that you’re taking care of him. You’re not his mother?”

      “No, Bianca and I are friends, and she just asked me if I could take him for a few days.” There was hesitation in Rebecca’s voice, and for a moment, she said nothing, thinking about how much she wanted to tell him or how to explain it. “She didn’t even tell me what had happened. I thought… she was sick or had to go on a trip, or was fighting with Marco and just needed some space. I didn’t want to ask when she didn’t explain why she needed someone to look after Leo.”

      “She didn’t tell you that her husband had been murdered?”

      “No, she just dropped Leo off in his pajamas, like he was here for a sleepover.”
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      “So, how did you find out what happened?” Zachary asked Rebecca.

      “I tried to figure it out in casual conversation with Leo. But he wasn’t talking. I could tell something was wrong. I thought maybe it was because Marco and Bianca were fighting. Tried to just soothe Leo and tell him that it wasn’t his fault.”

      “And he told you his father was dead?”

      “No. He hasn’t said anything about Marco being dead. Or about missing Bianca. Or wanting to go home. I found out through the newsfeed on my computer!”

      “That must have been a shock.”

      Rebecca blew out her breath noisily. When she spoke, her voice was vibrating even more than it had been. “You better believe it was. I didn’t think it could be true, so I called Bianca… and she said that it was, but she hadn’t known how to tell me, so she just… didn’t say anything.”

      “She must be going through a very difficult time,” Zachary said neutrally. He didn’t understand how Leo’s mother could just send him to a friend and not tell her what was going on. But maybe, like Leo, she just couldn’t bring herself to talk about it.

      “So… it’s been pretty tough,” Rebecca told him. “Like I say, he’s been in to talk to the police department’s psychologists or whatever they are three times, but they haven’t been able to get anything that helps with their investigation. And Leo is seeing Dr. Williams to help him with the trauma… but he hasn’t had much to say to him, either. He’s only had a couple of sessions, and I guess this could go on for quite a while.”

      “And you’re hoping that if I can connect with Leo, it might help the police to track down his father’s killer and help Leo process what happened.”

      “Yes.” Rebecca sniffled. She took a moment to get control of herself, but her voice was wobbly, on the edge of breaking. “I don’t know if you have any availability. You might be buried with other cases right now…”

      Zachary had a soft spot for children and couldn’t see himself turning Leo away even if he had been overloaded. If he could help, he had to do it.

      “No, that’s okay. I’d like to meet him. I can’t promise anything, but it sounds like he really needs someone.” After the words left his mouth, he realized that he might have made it sound like Rebecca wasn’t doing anything for him. “I mean, someone to help him work through it all and to come up with some answers, maybe. He’s very lucky to have you looking after him. I’m sure Bianca was relieved she had someone in her circle who could take responsibility for him for a while.”

      “Leo needs as many people in his corner as he can get,” Rebecca reassured him. “I don’t think just one person can fill all his needs.”

      Zachary nodded his agreement. He looked at the files and papers he had spread out all over Kenzie’s home office. Outside, the sun was shining brightly through dappled green leaves. “How soon can we get together?”
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      A few minutes later, Zachary texted Kenzie.

      Have to meet potential client. Srry abt mess. Will clean up when I get home.

      Cleaning up was the last thing that he wanted to do. But at least he could get away from the paperwork for a little while. Once he met Rebecca and Leo and got all the initial information he needed to start his investigation, he could go back to it. It would be easier to finish his filing if he had something to occupy his thoughts while doing it. He could ponder on the home invasion and the death of Leo’s father while he did the routine task.

      Before leaving, he spent a few minutes at his computer looking up what had been reported in the media about the home invasion that had resulted in the death of Marco Mancini. There was very little information available. It looked like the police were holding back everything they could. Marco’s name had been released, which was how Rebecca had discovered what had happened. But other than a very general mention of the home invasion, little had been reported in the media.
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      Zachary wanted to meet Leo’s mother as well as Leo and Rebecca. Rebecca said that she also needed to get some of Leo’s things from the house, so she made arrangements to meet him at the Mancini home, where he could see Leo in familiar surroundings and meet both his mother and his current caregiver.

      It was a middle-class home. Maybe not quite as nice a neighborhood as Kenzie’s house was in, but not a slum by any means. Solidly middle class. Both parents probably worked. If Leo was six, he was in school, which meant that his mother could work during the day while the school supervised him. The short news article had not given any specifics about when the home invasion occurred, but it must have been morning or evening, when Leo and his father had both been home. Where had Bianca been at the time? And who had known she wouldn’t be there?

      Zachary had given Rebecca plenty of time to get to the house and get Leo settled in and Bianca up to speed. Had Bianca been part of the decision to call Zachary, or was that something Rebecca had just decided to do on her own? Rebecca had made it clear that she was the one who had wanted to call Zachary, but not whether Leo’s mother agreed with the plan.

      He watched the house for a moment. There was no sign of life within, even though he knew they were all there. He watched the vehicles parked along each side of the street and the occasional car driving by. No one who was obviously watching the house or waiting for him.

      He had to be vigilant. He and Kenzie both had enemies in Roxboro and in the city. It wouldn’t do to ignore the fact and be taken off guard. It was not likely that the home invaders who had killed Marco Mancini would be found anywhere near the place. They would be long gone.

      Only sometimes criminals did return to the scene of the crime. It wasn’t just a saying. Some people could not resist the draw to go back and check on the crime scene. To see if anyone was there, to make sure that they hadn’t left any evidence to be discovered. Or drawn back there by the thrill of what they had done, hoping to feel that pleasurable rush of neurotransmitters again.

      At length, Zachary climbed out of the car. The afternoon sun made it too hot in the car once he had shut off the air conditioning. He took one more look up and down the street from his new vantage point to make sure no one was watching, and checked twice to ensure he had locked his doors. Then he walked up the sidewalk to the door. Rebecca was not watching for his arrival. Zachary rang the doorbell and stood back politely, waiting to be admitted. There as a doorbell cam. Brand new, by the looks of it. Locking the barn after the horse was gone.

      Eventually, a woman opened the door. Not the dark-haired, olive-complexioned woman that Zachary had expected with the Italian names. Instead, the young woman had wavy golden hair and pale skin. She wore a pretty sundress with a pastel flower print pattern. Very pretty, like Bridget, Zachary’s ex-wife. He smiled and nodded.

      “Rebecca?”

      “Zachary? Er, Mr. Goldman, that is…”

      “Oh, no. Just Zachary. Let’s keep it nice and simple for Leo.”

      He never went by mister. Couldn’t stand it. And Rebecca was the type who would want to make things as easy as possible for Leo. She would call Zachary by his first name for Leo, even if she had been strictly trained by her parents to always use formal address.

      “Come on in, Zachary.” She made immediate use of his first name to ingrain it as a habit and pulled the door open the rest of the way to admit him.

      She ushered him into the living room, where another woman sat on the couch.

      She had the Italian hair and complexion that he had been expecting. Bianca was a little older than Rebecca, or at least, she looked it. Maybe the stress and grief had aged her. Just looking at her, it was clear that she was not in good shape. Her hair was in a loose bun, several strands escaping, looking like she had slept in it that way. She wore a dress that Zachary could only assume was a nightgown. A pretty color, but not fitted to her body; light, wrinkled fabric, and no foundation garments as far as he could tell. Bianca Mancini sat with her shoulders slumped and her legs curled up under her, making herself small.

      Rebecca motioned for Zachary to sit. He chose an easy chair near Bianca but not directly in front of her or close enough to touch her. A non-threatening position. Even though she had not been there for the home invasion, she must feel vulnerable and suspicious of anyone she didn’t know.

      “Mrs. Mancini. Thank you for seeing me. I know it must be hard for you right now. You just lost your husband, and here I am, asking questions and expecting you to be able to give me information to begin this investigation.”

      Bianca rubbed her forehead. “I do not know what you are doing here. I know why you are here; I know that Rebecca asked you, but I… I do not understand what you think you are going to do. The police are already investigating.” She shrugged. “They said it was just random. There is not much they can do unless these people commit another similar crime or one of them talks to the wrong person.”

      “I’m sure I’ll probably ask some of the same questions as the police. But you never know what I might be able to find out.” He didn’t say he would be talking to Leo and trying to get whatever information he could from the young boy. She didn’t need to worry about Leo on top of everything else. “It will just follow up on what the police have done. Auditing it and seeing if there is anything else I can identify that they didn’t.”

      “But you are not a cop.”

      “No. I’m a private investigator. I have worked on cases before where the police were unable to find anything, but I was able to tease something out of it. You just never know. Different perspectives, different methods. They’re very overworked, you know. Always have too much on their plates, so they might not be able to give the investigation as much time and effort as I am able to commit.”

      “My husband was killed. This is not just… breaking and entering.”

      “No. I’m sure they’ve given it everything they could. But it doesn’t hurt to have someone else look at it.”

      She looked away from him and gazed out the big living room window, looking through the sheer curtains at the street. Zachary glanced over to follow her gaze, but didn’t see anything to be concerned about. No one was hanging around looking at the house.

      “Why don’t you tell me what happened that night?” Zachary suggested. “Rather than me asking you a bunch of questions in the beginning, just tell me what you remember, and if I need anything clarified, I’ll ask.”

      “I was not home,” Bianca told him. “I had to be out that night, catching up on some work. So I wasn’t here when it happened.”

      “What time was that?”

      “I do not know. I was at work… maybe from six until ten. I had not been able to get a lot done during the day. Sometimes, getting things done with a kid at home is very difficult. I love Leo very much, but I cannot spend time with him and do my work at the same time.”

      “What time did he get home from school? You were with him from three-thirty until six? Something like that?”

      “Yes, about that. Warmed up some supper. Watched a show with Leo while I waited for Marco to get home from work.” She sighed. “Marco was late. I was not very happy with him for holding me up.” She rubbed her forehead. “I hate to think that I… did not treat him very well when he came home because he was late and I was upset.”

      Zachary nodded his understanding. “That must be hard… but I’m sure it didn’t change Marco’s feelings about you. One little argument… it doesn’t mean that you had a bad relationship or he died angry at you.”

      Bianca turned her dark eyes to Zachary and studied him for a long time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry,” Zachary told her uncomfortably. “Why don’t you tell me what you remember from that night? You went to the office as soon as Marco got home?”

      “Yes. I was already late. I went straight to the office to get done what I needed to.”

      “You can do some of it remotely, but not everything?”

      “It is harder than you think to get work done with someone else around. With the way my laptop is set up, if I have to go help Leo with something, then when I get back, I have to log in all over again. It locks up if I am away from the keyboard for long. It is irritating and a waste of time. Besides this, interruptions get me off track, and it takes me time to find my place and get back into it. It’s very exacting work.”

      “What is it you do?”

      “I am a remote compliance analyst. For a bank. I audit transactions, ensure compliance with laws and reporting guidelines, review new accounts, train new officers, that kind of thing.”

      Zachary nodded. It made sense that she would have tight security on her laptop. And probably had to go through a series of steps to get logged in again whenever it logged her out. Not just a fingerprint scan.

      “Did you talk to either Leo or Marco while you were at the office? To say goodnight or talk about your day? Let them know what time you would get home?”

      “No.” Bianca’s forehead wrinkled. “I did not have time for anything like that. Marco would put Leo to bed, and I would see him when I got home.”

      “Okay. So you hadn’t talked to them and didn’t know anything was amiss when you left work.”

      “No.” She swallowed and pressed her lips together for a minute, not eager to get on with the story. “I did not know anything was wrong. Nobody knew, except…” She swallowed again and kept going. “When I got home, I parked in the garage. But the door into the house was partway open. I thought Marco had gone to the garage to get something and forgot to close it again. I didn’t see that it was broken.”

      She stopped and cleared her throat. Zachary nodded encouragingly. He didn’t want to say anything that would stop the flow of her story. Rebecca sat on the couch next to Bianca and rubbed her back, murmuring something sympathetic, too quiet for Zachary to make out.

      “I went into the house, already getting mad at Marco for leaving the door open. I was mad that he got home late and then had been so careless as to leave the door open. I wanted to tell him how dangerous it was, how much he was putting our son at risk by leaving it open.”

      She had a lot of guilt about what had happened to her husband that night. Not that it had been her fault, but that she had been angry at him. She had separated from him in anger and she had returned in anger. She would never have the opportunity to apologize and make everything right between them.

      “I shouted at him. Called for him. He did not come. I figured he was asleep in front of the TV or had the volume turned up too high for him to hear me. Here I was, putting in long hours to help support our family, but when he was off work, he was really off, not trying to do all of the meals and housework and taking care of Leo and everything else I have to do. When he was home, it was like he was on vacation. He thought he did not have to do anything. And if he had to watch Leo in the evening, it was babysitting, not taking care of his own responsibilities.”

      “One person can’t do everything,” Rebecca agreed. “We think we can, but we really can’t do everything we expect ourselves to do.”

      Bianca shook her head angrily. “I thought he would be watching TV.” She motioned toward the set now shoved awkwardly into the corner. The power cord dangled, unplugged. “It was still on. But he was not in his chair. I did not see him right away… lying on the floor.” Bianca sniffled and wiped at the corners of her eyes, staring at the large, new area rug placed in the center of the room over the wall-to-wall carpet.

      It was clear from a pair of indentations in the carpet at the perimeter of the area rug that the easy chair that once dominated the room had been demoted, removed from its place of honor. The balance of the room was off, it felt awkward and uncomfortable.

      “Was he already dead?” Zachary asked. He knew that Rebecca would probably think him insensitive for asking directly, without leading up to it or softening the words, trying to make them less invasive or offensive. But he needed a description of the condition she had found him in. The news article he had read had not indicated whether Marco had died at the scene or later in the hospital.

      “Yes,” Bianca agreed, making a little moan. “My first thought was that he had a heart attack. I was always telling him that he needs to eat better, exercise, all of those things that we are supposed to do to stay in good shape. He had put on weight. He was… not happy anymore. So I thought it was a heart attack. You know, ‘He should have listened to me. I told him this would happen.’ But I did not mean it. It was just a fleeting thought.”

      Zachary nodded. “Sure,” he agreed. “We can’t help what pops into our minds at times like that. I’ve been in situations where something shocking has happened… and my first thought is that it is fake, some kind of prank, or a movie being filmed. You don’t think you could walk in on something… something else.”

      “I bent down and shook him to wake him up, in case he was just… unconscious. I was already thinking of what to do next. Call an ambulance, get him to chew an aspirin, wake Leo up… But he was stiff, and when I pulled him to turn him over and look at him…” She choked, and this time, Zachary did see tears. They overflowed and flooded down her face.

      Rebecca took Bianca’s hand and squeezed it. “I’m so sorry, Bianca. This is such a terrible, shocking thing. It should never have happened.”

      Bianca dabbed at the tears with a tissue in the other hand. “He was soaked with blood. There was blood saturating the carpet underneath him. So much blood.”

      “How was he killed?” Zachary asked gently. “Shot or stabbed…?”

      “Shot. Who would ever shoot Marco? People liked Marco. He did not have any enemies. The police said that it was just a random thing. The burglars did not know who lived here and did not plan to kill anyone. It just happened like that. Sometimes crime is just random.”

      Zachary cleared his throat. He wasn’t sure whether the police department had any evidence to back up the random target theory. In his experience, home invasions were almost always perpetrated by people known to the targets. Usually over something like a drug deal gone bad.

      “Had Marco been worried about anything lately? Behaving any differently than usual?”

      “No.” Bianca blew her nose on a tissue. “Everything was just fine. Other than me behaving like a… a viper before I left. How could I act like that? I knew better. We try to treat each other how we would want to be treated. We have talked about it many times. But instead…” She shook her head.

      Zachary’s chest hurt. He could feel her despair. She had failed the final test, and she and her beloved husband had separated on bad terms, with no way to take back what she had said.

      “We’re all human,” he sympathized. “Marco would have understood that. I’m sure he was angry or impatient sometimes too. I know I am, even though my girlfriend is really good to me. We still have… stress and tension. We say the wrong thing and end up hurting each other. Feel guilty for something we did or didn’t do.”

      “Well, you can go home and tell her you are sorry. I cannot.”

      Zachary nodded his agreement. “Yes. You hadn’t heard about him having any problems at work? How about phone calls? Were there any hang-ups or phone calls at odd hours? Or something that he passed off as routine when you knew it wasn’t?”

      “The police said it was random,” Bianca reiterated. “I already answered all of these questions. Marco did not have any enemies. Neither do I. Nobody we knew would come into our house and kill him. He was not having work problems. We were just… going along. And then… this happened out of nowhere, like a lightning strike. It could happen to anyone.”

      “I’m not trying to blame either of you or to find a good reason for someone to have done something like this,” Zachary assured her. “I’m just looking for clues as to what might have happened; red flags, possible directions to investigate. Sometimes there are things that people don’t realize were related. Or something the attacker might have done ahead of time to prepare. It doesn’t mean Marco deserved it. That either of you deserved anything that happened.”

      She blew her nose again and threw a handful of tissues into a wastepaper basket situated nearby.

      “Did the police look for fingerprints?” Zachary asked. “Especially on the garage door? Have they told you anything about the type of weapon used? Maybe asked you if you knew anyone with a gun?”

      “They looked for fingerprints. They did not tell me if they found any. They did not tell me anything about the gun that was used. Why would they? It does not do me any good.”

      “Do you know who is in charge of the case? Did he leave you a business card or tell you how to contact him if you thought of anything important?”

      “No. I do not know, they might have, but I did not keep any of it in my head. I have no idea who I even talked to that night. It is all a blur. A nightmare.”

      “Okay. That’s fine. I can call in and find out who is in charge of the case. I’ll do my best to find out who did this, Mrs. Mancini. To bring Marco some justice.”

      “That is not going to happen. Nothing you can do will bring him back. My son will grow up fatherless. Everything that we worked for. All the effort that we put into building a good life here.” She shook her head. “It was all for nothing. None of it means anything anymore.”

      “I know.”

      “You do not know. Was your spouse murdered?”

      “No. I’ve… lost people in other ways. Had other dreams taken away from me. Futures that I thought I had.”

      “You do not know what it is like. Unless it has happened to you, you have no idea.”

      Zachary didn’t argue. It didn’t matter whether his experiences compared to Bianca’s, whether her losses were greater or his were. Zachary’s job was clear, if Rebecca still intended to hire him. To try to find out who was responsible for Marco Mancini’s death. To try to help his son find a way through the trauma. The two goals might overlap, or they might end up being quite separate.

      “I was hoping to meet Leo,” Zachary said. “Is he here?”
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      Zachary was sure Leo was in the house, but he hadn’t heard so much as a footstep or a TV in the distance.

      Bianca looked around vaguely. Rebecca nodded. “He’s probably in his room. Do you want me to get him?”

      Zachary shook his head and held up his hand to stop her. “No. I’ll go find him. I want to see him… where he’s most comfortable.”

      Rebecca stood up. “I’ll be right back,” she told Bianca. “This way.”

      Zachary followed her. It was not a big house. He could undoubtedly track Leo down without her help. Rebecca shook her head sadly.

      “It’s so tragic. I just can’t understand how someone could do something like this. Like Bee said, everyone loved Marco. He wasn’t the kind of person who had enemies. He was friendly, a hard worker, loved his family. This wasn’t because of anything he did.”

      “I know he isn’t to blame for it,” Zachary agreed.

      They reached the bedroom and looked in the door.

      Leo stood at the end of his bed, looking at them. He looked frightened, ready to run. Zachary tried to put himself in the boy’s head. That wasn’t hard. Zachary had been through his own challenges and tragic losses as a child. He remembered how lost he felt. How it seemed like he didn’t have control over anything. The adults in his life were in charge of everything. They made the rules and judged whether Zachary had obeyed them or not. Usually not. And they decided the punishments when the rules were broken.

      They made promises and then broke them. They acted like Zachary couldn’t understand any important adult things because he was a child. He couldn’t have the same big emotions. He didn’t have the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      Only he had. He had felt responsible for everything, in control of nothing.

      “Hi, Leo,” he greeted softly, staying outside the room. “My name is Zachary.”

      The little boy looked at him for a few seconds, waiting for more, then nodded.

      “Zachary is my friend,” Rebecca told him. “I wanted the two of you to meet. I think you will really like Zachary.”

      Leo’s dark eyes went from Rebecca to Zachary. He didn’t make any sign that he was interested in Zachary. Or whether he believed Rebecca’s words. Zachary didn’t think it was a good idea to start out by lying to Leo about their relationship. He was bound to sense that it was not true or to find it out later on down the line. And when Leo discovered it was a lie, he would not trust anything either of them said.

      Zachary leaned on the doorframe. “Maybe you could go find a treat,” he suggested to Rebecca. “Are there any cookies around? Or something else that Leo likes?”

      “Pretzels,” Leo suggested in a small voice. “I like pretzels. They’re in the cupboard over the stove.”

      Zachary grinned. “Where they’re too high for you to reach?” he guessed.

      Leo gave a tiny smile of his own. “Uh-huh. Even if I stand on the counter,” he agreed.

      Rebecca started down the hallway. “I’ll see what I can find.”

      Zachary waited until Rebecca was in the kitchen, out of sight. He didn’t enter the bedroom, but leaned forward slightly to talk to Leo.

      “We’re not friends,” he told Leo confidentially. “We just met. Rebecca is worried about you and thought I might be able to help you.”

      Leo sighed. His dark eyes seemed very sad. He shook his head slightly. The tiniest of movements.

      “I want you to be in charge,” Zachary told Leo. “You get to boss me. If you don’t want to talk about something, you just say so. And if you want me to help with something, you just tell me.”

      Leo said nothing.

      “Rebecca said there were some things of yours that she wanted to pick up here. I expect she means things like underwear and socks. But I wonder if there are some other things you want to take with you. If you want, I could help you to pack them.”

      Leo considered Zachary’s offer, his dark eyes thoughtful. After a while, he looked around him as if he had been unaware of his surroundings until then. His eyes traveled around his room, taking in his bed, desk, closet, and carefully arranged toys. It didn’t look like he had spent much time playing there. That, or Bianca was very strict about everything being put back away after he was finished. Zachary had lived in foster homes where one toy or shoe out of place was a punishable offense. An impossible situation for a child like Zachary, with the unrelenting distraction of ADHD.

      He let Leo look around and consider his options and didn’t jump in to give him suggestions or tell him what he should do. He had offered to help and told Leo that he was the boss.

      Leo walked around his room slowly, touching this and that. A baseball glove. Maybe he had played baseball with his father. A father-son game of pitch-and-hit. Or maybe Marco had coached Leo’s Little League team. There were no awards displayed on his shelves, so it was probably just something Leo did casually with his father.

      There was a colorful kid’s laptop on his desk. Leo looked at it but didn’t touch it. He didn’t tell Zachary he would need to take it with him. He was only six. His whole life wasn’t on it like with the older kids and adults. Considering how carefully his bedroom was maintained, Zachary suspected his computer time was probably also closely monitored and the games and apps he was allowed to use carefully vetted.

      Leo stopped at his closet and looked at Zachary. Zachary didn’t make any comments or suggestions. Eventually, Leo bent down, picked up a pair of purple sneakers, and put them on the bed. Zachary leaned closer to get a better look at them, but couldn’t make out the design on the side. Leo looked at him for a moment, then, with a little curl of his fingers, invited Zachary in to take a look.

      Zachary moved slowly to avoid startling Leo or invading his personal space. Gave him plenty of time to move back if he wanted to. Zachary was on the short side for a man, which helped. He wasn’t such an imposing figure for a child like Leo.

      He looked at the purple shoes. Scooby-Doo. “Ruh-roh!” he imitated Scooby’s classic sound. “I loved watching Scooby when I was a kid.”

      Leo smiled a little. “Meddling kids!” he said in a creaky old-guy voice.

      Zachary chuckled. “Such a great show. Did you know I’m a private investigator? I solve mysteries too. Not ghosts, though. Just normal stuff.”

      Leo’s brows went up, but he didn’t comment. He looked around his room again. He looked for a long time at a picture up on one of the shelves out of his reach. Mother, father, and son in a posed studio picture. Cuddled together in front of a leafy background. They were all smiling at the camera. A nice photo for a holiday letter. Zachary preferred a nice candid shot or a natural shot of the family doing something together. At least a photo actually taken out in nature instead of in front of a backdrop. Vermont was filled with parks and scenic views. Maybe a picture of Leo and Marco playing ball together. Or Bianca crouched down as a catcher, with Leo in a hitter’s stance and Marco leaning into the frame. Zachary composed it in his head. A picture like that would have been a real keepsake.

      “Do you want me to get the picture for you?” Zachary offered.

      Leo considered, then nodded. Zachary walked over to the shelf and took it down. He placed it carefully beside the shoes on the bed.

      Zachary looked around the room, gleaning what he could about Leo’s interests. It had the feeling of a room decorated by his mother, maybe before Leo was even born, not taking his interests into account. Not a bare, institutional room like the ones Zachary had usually slept in. It had been decorated with a little boy in mind. But maybe the idea of a boy rather than the one who lived there. There were no Scooby-Doo posters on the wall. No posters of any kind.

      There was a “Little Boy Blue” type wall sticker, something no kid would have picked out, and a white chair rail around the powder blue wall. White shelves and door. The quilt over the bed, too warm for Vermont summers, looked like it was made from patches of fabric in patterns that had been popular when Zachary had been a child. Old west scenes, rocket ships, Richard Scarry cars, blue stripes, and plaids. Maybe something that had been Marco’s when he was a boy. Or just picked up at a thrift store or antique shop.

      Leo pulled a stuffed animal from under the pillow on the bed.

      This was clearly a cherished toy. A worn teddy bear that had been hugged and stroked until it no longer held its shape and the fur around the face and seams was worn away. It was dressed in a little knit sweater, stitched down around his middle so it could not be removed.

      “Oh, look at him,” Zachary said, smiling. “I’ll bet you’ve had him since you were a baby.” He stroked the top of the bear’s fuzzy head with the tip of his thumb. “You know, I had a teddy bear named ‘George the Bunny.’ Actually, he was my sister’s, but I named him.”

      “George the Bunny?” Leo repeated, looking mystified. “But it was a bear?”

      Zachary nodded. “Crazy, right? I don’t why, but I decided when I was littler than you that he was George the Bunny. Heather told me that bunnies had long ears, and he only had short little bear ears, but I wanted him to be George the Bunny, so he was.”

      They both chuckled over this. Leo put the bear down beside the picture and the shoes. “Beary Bear,” he informed Zachary.

      “See? You at least knew it was a bear!”

      Leo smiled and nodded. He stroked the bear once and looked toward the door. Zachary followed his gaze, expecting to see either Bianca or Rebecca standing in the doorway. But there was no one there.

      “I’ll see what happened to her,” Zachary offered. He walked to the door and looked out into the hallway. Rebecca was nearby with a bowl of pretzels in her hand, but had obviously been waiting to give Zachary and Leo a chance to get to know each other.

      “Hey, what’s taking you so long?” Zachary teased her. “We’re starving in here.”

      Rebecca advanced. She entered the room, pretzels in hand.

      “I don’t know if we’re allowed to have food in the bedroom,” she told Zachary, “so keep your voice down.”

      She sat down on the bed and held the pretzels out to Leo. He took one in each hand and sucked on one, dissolving the salt. Zachary helped himself to one as well.

      “Leo and I were getting a few things together that he would like to take to your house.”

      Rebecca nodded. “Sure. I told you that you could bring some things back to my house,” Rebecca looked at Leo. “I don’t know how long you’re going to be staying with me, but you might as well be comfortable and have some of your own things around.” She looked at the small collection of items on the bed. “You can pick out some more of your favorite clothes. Do you want anything else? Books? Action figures? Lego?”

      Leo looked down and stroked the bear’s soft fur. He looked around his room and shook his head. Zachary intuited that he didn’t want to take everything with him because he wanted to come back. If he took too much with him, it would mean that he accepted that he would not be back. If he only took a few things, he might be coming back tomorrow. Or at least sometime soon. He wasn’t moving; he was just staying with Rebecca for a few days until his mom could look after him again.

      “You can take more,” Rebecca urged. “You don’t want to be bored.”

      Leo put the pretzel in his mouth and crunched it between his teeth. He licked off his fingers. “That’s all.”

      Rebecca looked at Zachary, pleading silently for him to step in and make Leo pick out some more toys and activities to pack. Zachary looked around the room again.

      “Do you like to draw? You could take some crayons.”

      Leo nodded. “Rebecca has crayons.”

      “Oh, you already have some there. That’s good. Any other art stuff?”

      Leo shook his head.

      Rebecca sighed. She went to his closet. “Can you show me what you like best? I don’t want to take clothes that you hate or that don’t fit right.”

      Leo joined her at the closet and reluctantly pointed out the things she asked him about. They moved to his dresser drawers. Leo rolled his eyes and giggled when she opened his underwear drawer, shaking his head and refusing to show her which ones he liked.

      “Scooby-Doo or superheroes,” Zachary suggested.

      Rebecca pawed through them to find a few pairs with cartoon characters on them. There was a small backpack in the closet, and Rebecca carefully transferred his clothes and the picture into it. “Do you want to carry the bear for me? I don’t think he’ll fit in here. I don’t want to mash him.”

      Leo picked up the bear and cuddled it to him. He helped himself to two more pretzels, sucking off the salt.

      “Okay,” Rebecca sighed. “Do you want to say goodbye to your mom? Zachary can visit you at my house, too, right?”

      Leo nodded. He looked at Zachary questioningly. Zachary nodded. “Yeah, of course. I’ll come see you. How about tomorrow after school?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Okay. You want me to bring you anything? Something from the store? More pretzels?”

      Leo looked at Rebecca to see whether this was allowed. Rebecca nodded encouragingly. “You can have pretzels. Or something else.”

      Leo stroked Beary Bear. “Cap’n Crunch?”

      “I love Cap’n Crunch! Good choice.”

      Zachary hadn’t had Cap’n Crunch for years. He might have to get himself a box, too.

      Now that he was on a med cocktail that didn’t make him nauseated every morning, it was easier to eat breakfast and he might like to expand his breakfast repertoire, which was currently limited to granola bars, yogurt, or the occasional piece of toast. He did not like Kenzie’s marmalade, but she wouldn’t mind if he got some other kind of jam or jelly for his. She might not like Cap’n Crunch, but she hadn’t argued with him about getting other childhood favorites, like the chicken and stars soup that she considered poor quality food. She might roll her eyes at the sugary cereal, but she always encouraged Zachary to eat more calories to keep his weight up at a healthy level.

      “I’ll bring you some Cap’n Crunch tomorrow, okay?” Zachary told Leo. “And we can do something together. You can think about what you want to do. Draw or a jaunt to a park or something else you’d like to do. Okay?”

      Leo nodded his agreement and squeezed Beary Bear tightly.

      Rebecca nodded. “Great. Well, if you have everything you want, we need to go back to my house. Time to say goodbye to your mom.”
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      There was a hot, tight lump in Leo’s throat that made it hard to swallow. Zachary, the man who said he was a private eye, moved quietly out of the room. At least Leo didn’t have to deal with him staring and seeing him cry.

      He didn’t know why he had to go to Rebecca’s house. Rebecca said it was because Mama couldn’t take care of him right now. But he could take care of himself. And he could take care of Mama, too. Rebecca didn’t know that sometimes Leo made her dinner or helped her with other things. He was a big boy, and he could do a lot of things. He should stay home and take care of Mama.

      But she didn’t want him there. She didn’t say it was because she couldn’t take care of him. She said he was “too much.” He was too much to have around the house right now. She had too many other things she had to do.

      She used to say that Papa needed to help more. She couldn’t do it all on her own. She said it wasn’t fair that when he was finished with work, he could do whatever he wanted to, but she had to be working all the time. Now that Papa was gone, Leo supposed she had that much more to do.

      “Come on, buddy,” Rebecca said, reaching out an arm to herd Leo out the door. He stayed ahead of her arm so that she didn’t touch him and marched out to the living room, where Mama was still curled up on the couch, right where she had been when she told Zachary about the night that Papa died. She dabbed at her face with a tissue.

      “We’re ready to go,” Rebecca told Mama in a voice that was too bright and happy. “Do you need anything? I can drop off groceries or something if there is anything you need…”

      “No. I do not need anything,” Mama told her. “I have everything I need.”

      Rebecca must not know they could order groceries delivered to their door, just like Amazon. No one needed to go out and get them.

      Rebecca gave Leo a little nudge forward. “Say goodbye to your mom,” she told him.

      Leo sniffled and tried to keep his face from crumpling into a sad expression. He cleared his throat, hoping he would be able to keep his voice from being teary.

      It was very hard to push all the bad feelings away.

      “Bye, Mama.”

      She wiped her nose. “You be good for Rebecca,” she told him.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Say ‘yes,’ not ‘uh-huh.’”

      “Yes, Mama,” Leo told her obediently.

      “Good boy. I do not want you to make extra work for Rebecca.”

      “I won’t.”

      She nodded.

      Rebecca gave Leo another nudge from behind, and he reached out and hugged Mama awkwardly. She didn’t change her shape to mold him against her; she just gave him a brief shoulder squeeze and let him go again.

      Leo walked out the door. He and Rebecca went to her car. He had to sit in the back because he wasn’t tall enough for the front seat yet. Sometimes, his friends got to sit in the front seat, even though Mama and Rebecca said it was against the law. Leo sat in the back, choosing the seat behind Rebecca’s so she couldn’t see his face.

      He saw Zachary unlocking a little white car. Zachary glanced back toward Leo but didn’t stand there staring at him.

      “All set?” Rebecca asked, even though there wasn’t anything for Leo to do to get ready other than to put his seatbelt on, and he’d already done that. He squeezed Beary Bear to himself and nodded.

      “Yes.”

      Rebecca looked back over her shoulder once before pulling out, but she couldn’t see him unless she turned all the way around or moved her mirror, which she didn’t do.

      Leo’s heart squeezed hard when Rebecca pulled away from the curb and left Leo’s house behind. He knew he should be happy that someone was taking care of him, but he hated to leave his home and Mama behind. He’d lost his father forever, and he wanted to hold on to everything else.

      What if something happened to Mama while he was gone? What if the bad men came back and hurt her, too?

      Leo let the tears escape his eyes and drip down his face now that no one was looking at him. He buried his face into Beary Bear and sobbed quietly, knowing Rebecca wouldn’t be able to hear him over the noise of the engine.
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