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      In the world of recovery, some secrets are lethal

      

      Some places promise healing. Some deliver hell.

      

      When Erika’s sister Karen vanishes from an exclusive rehabilitation facility, the staff’s explanations don’t add up. Karen was getting better—so why would she suddenly disappear? Her cryptic final messages hinted at something sinister lurking behind Turning Trail Recovery Center’s pristine facade, but now she’s gone without a trace.

      

      Private investigator Zachary Goldman knows the desperation of families fighting addiction. His own brother’s struggle has taught him that recovery is fragile, hope is precious, and some people will exploit both for profit. But when his investigation hits the wall, Zachary realizes the only way to find out what happened to Karen is to become a patient himself.

      

      As he navigates the twisted corridors of Turning Trail Recovery Center and peels back layers of deceit, fraudulent practices, and dangerous secrets, he discovers that some patients aren’t getting better. And the people who are supposed to heal them are the very ones destroying their lives.

      

      With Karen’s life hanging in the balance and his own mental health precarious, Zachary must expose a conspiracy that reaches far beyond one missing woman. Because at Turning Trail Recovery Center, they don’t treat addiction—they profit from it, one stolen story at a time.

      

      PERFECT FOR READERS WHO LOVE:

      

      •	Undercover investigations with high personal stakes

      

      •	Neurodivergent protagonists bringing unique perspectives to detective work

      

      •	Medical/healthcare mysteries exposing institutional corruption

      

      •	Addiction recovery themes handled with sensitivity and authenticity

      

      •	Found family dynamics between characters supporting each other

      

      •	David vs. Goliath stories where the little guy fights massive corporations

      

      •	Psychological suspense that keeps you guessing until the final page

      

      Ready to dive into Zachary’s most dangerous case yet?
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      The bungalow was solidly middle-class. A neatly cut lawn shaded from the morning sun by a large sugar maple tree, leaves waving in the light breeze. Zachary walked up a flagstone path and admired the hydrangeas and black-eyed Susans as he mounted the steps to the front door. Fieldstones marked out the outer perimeter of the small gardens. The sun glinted off one of the windows and he could hear a child crying inside. He hesitated about ringing the doorbell, worried it would disturb the already upset child. But Erika was unlikely to be trying to put the baby down for a nap when she was expecting Zachary.

      He pressed the doorbell and stood back slightly from the doorbell cam so that she would be able to see him clearly.

      There were almost immediate footsteps, and the door opened. Not long enough for her to have looked at the camera. And maybe that was a good thing, since even freshly shaven and cleaned up, Zachary still looked a little like the homeless guy she would cross to the other side of the street to avoid. His dark, closely shaved hair was easy to maintain, and might have made him an imposing figure if he weren’t so thin and no taller than she was.

      The woman who answered the door was in her late twenties or early thirties, old enough not to be called a kid, appearing confident and self-possessed. She was wearing worn jeans and a pink shirt that set off her dark brown eyes and hair nicely.

      “You must be Mr. Goldman,” she said, bouncing the little girl on her hip and giving him a once-over.

      “Zachary, please. No need for formality.”

      She nodded her agreement. “Erika,” she said, confirming her identity. She gave a little bounce of her hip and looked down at the toddler, with wispy white hair, red cheeks, and wide eyes. “And this is Mirabelle.”

      The little girl appeared to be just over a year old. Maybe fifteen months. Pudgy legs peeked out from under a flowered sundress and tear tracks streaked her face. A bubble of snot hung below one nostril.

      “Hi, Mirabelle,” Zachary said, using a soft voice and not getting any closer to her.

      Mirabelle turned away from him and pressed her face into Erika, wiping her eyes and nose on the woman’s sleeve for good measure. Erika inspected her dirtied sleeve and shook her head.

      “Come in, please.” She held the door open wider and Zachary entered. Erika ushered him into the living room and they sat down.

      She sat on a chair and motioned Zachary to the couch.

      “Thanks for coming to see me,” she said. “It isn’t easy for me to get out with this one. Here, she can play with her toys once she gets bored and I don’t have to entertain her or worry about her disturbing anyone else.”

      “Sure,” Zachary agreed. “No problem.”

      He preferred to meet clients in a neutral location initially. A coffee shop or other public location where he could get a look at them and not have to worry that he would be ambushed by a cheating spouse he had caught or a felon he had put behind bars. The fact that Erika was a woman did not eliminate the danger. Someone with evil in his dark heart could easily prevail upon a girlfriend or acquaintance to call Zachary to avoid revealing his identity or intentions until it was too late. And of course a woman could be violent, a fact Zachary had learned early in life.

      But Zachary was comfortable in Erika’s home. He didn’t see anything out of place or any sign of danger.

      Of course, he’d been wrong before. But he didn’t think he was this time.

      “So, how can Goldman Investigations help you? You said on the phone that it was something to do with your sister?”

      “Yes. Karen. My younger sister.”

      “Mommy,” Mirabelle said, tugging on her sleeve.

      “And Mirabelle’s mother,” Karen finished, nodding to her again.

      “Oh. I assumed she was yours.”

      “I’ve probably taken care of her more than Karen has, so…” Erika trailed off.

      Zachary had already started to build a mental profile for Karen with the little he knew. A young woman with a child. Maybe a teen mom. Irresponsible. Partying. Not wanting to be tied down to the child she had borne out of wedlock. And now, she was missing.

      “Why don’t you tell me about Karen and why you are concerned.”

      Erika cuddled Mirabelle and kissed the top of her head of fine, blonde hair.

      “Karen is an addict. She first started using in high school, or maybe junior high. She has been in and out of trouble ever since. She’s been in rehab or other facilities half a dozen times. I can’t keep track of them all. Last time was while she was pregnant with Mirabelle. She wanted to give Belle a good start. It was the first time she showed any interest in getting clean and changing her lifestyle.”

      Zachary nodded his encouragement.

      “She’s been this rebellious party girl ever since we were kids. Never taking anything seriously, unconcerned about what she was doing to her body or where she might end up. ‘You only live once.’ She was determined to get all the fun out of life while she could. Only her idea of fun wasn’t the same as mine.”

      Erika was the older sister. Probably the firstborn. A rigid rule-follower, responsible, high-achiever, a second mother to her wayward sister. Probably covering for her as well as trying to convince her to mend her ways. Karen hadn’t wanted any of it.

      “But things changed when she found out she was pregnant with Mirabelle. It was the first time I think she ever thought of the future. About what she wanted to be when she ‘grew up.’ That she could be a mother, an adult responsible for another life. That she could… have a future.”

      Mirabelle decided she’d had enough of sitting quietly on her auntie’s lap. She climbed down and crawled across the floor to a basket of toys, which she promptly tipped over, spilling out the toys.

      “I think she was afraid of failing. Afraid that if she ever put an effort into something and didn’t succeed, that would prove she was a loser. If she was the perpetual party girl, not trying to be anything, she didn’t have to worry about failing. Just having fun. But then when she got pregnant, she knew that if she was going to be a good mom, she needed to get clean, find a job, a way to take care of herself and a baby.”

      “And how did that go?”

      Zachary already knew from Erika’s comment that she had taken care of Mirabelle more than Karen had. It had not been a smooth ride.

      “She’s really been trying,” Erika acknowledged. “She went into rehab and they helped her to get clean, but it was the first time she’d been sober since she was a teenager. She didn’t have any tools in her toolbox. Mirabelle was not born addicted, and there were no early signs that she had FAS or any other disabilities from early exposure to drugs and alcohol. Thank heavens for that. Trying to support my sister and take care of her drug-addicted, disabled daughter would have been more than I could handle.”

      They both watched Mirabelle play for a minute. Zachary could not see any developmental issues. She seemed like a normal toddler. She was curious and focused and used the toys appropriately rather than just sitting and screaming and smashing them in anger and frustration.

      Good for Karen. Good for Erika.

      “Mirabelle brought you closer together?” he suggested.

      “Yeah, she really did. I don’t know how I would have related to Karen without her. Our conversations before that were always about how bad Karen was being and how it was hurting Mom and Dad. Why couldn’t she be responsible? Why couldn’t she see how much she was affecting everyone else around her? Couldn’t she see that she was never going to get anywhere in life? But with a baby on the way, we had something else to focus on. How she could be a mom. How she could keep this baby safe and provide a good life for her. How I could help her. Help them.”

      “How long did she stay clean?”

      “Almost a year. Then… I started to see the signs. I knew she was using again, even though she denied it and tried to hide it. Then I got a call from the police that she had been picked up, high as a kite, and they were looking for someone to take care of Mirabelle. She already had a case worker, Mrs. Kinard, and she knew I was set up to care for Belle. So they did a kinship placement and brought her to me.”

      “You must have been pretty disappointed.”

      “Yeah… it was hard. I knew Karen was trying, so I didn’t blame her. Not like I did when we were kids and she was just all about partying. I knew it was the addiction. We were both going to meetings, her to AA and NA, and me to family support groups. I knew she would need to get her head straight and get back on track. I couldn’t give her any excuses or help her to get out of the charges. She needed to take the consequences and recommit.”

      “So you took Mirabelle until Karen could get clean again. And she did?”

      “Thirty days, the first time. Then, a relapse. Getting clean again, lasting longer, using more resources, getting more help, building her community. Then another. She got into the program at Turning Trail Recovery Center. They have a three-month program. She was doing really well and was ready to come home.”

      Zachary nodded. “And then…?”

      “And then… she disappeared.”
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      Zachary waited for more. He knew there was a complex story here, and Erika had plenty more to say than just that her sister had disappeared. If she wanted Zachary to do anything about it, she would have to tell him more.

      Erika looked at Zachary and spread her hands, apparently tongue-tied. He gave her a few more seconds to get her thoughts in order and come up with the rest of the story, but she shook her head and didn’t seem to know where to start.

      “What is the last place she was seen?” Zachary prompted.

      “At the Center. The rehab facility.”

      “When did she leave?”

      “No one seems to know. Karen wasn’t in a locked ward; she could leave whenever she wanted to, just like a hospital. But she didn’t check out, and they haven’t supplied me with any video evidence or any statement from the staff about when she left. I guess she just… snuck out. But I can’t see Karen doing that. It doesn’t make any sense. Why would she do that?”

      “There are a lot of reasons to leave a program or a building.” Zachary didn’t tell her that her sister had just walked away from the program because she was a junkie looking for her next fix. She was sure Erika had already heard exactly that from the staff at the Center. And the police, if she had gone to them.

      There could be other reasons for her to leave. She was being bullied or was upset by something. Someone called her and said they needed help. She got a hankering for her favorite burger or brand of cigarettes and had intended to return, but then she wasn’t able to.

      Zachary himself had left the psych ward when he hadn’t yet been ready to be released to look after Bridget’s newborn twins. Despite the fact that he and Bridget were divorced and the babies were not his, he still couldn’t just leave them at the mercy of a killer.

      There had been other times when he had been admitted to the hospital to treat his injuries, but hadn’t been willing to stay around there until the doctors said that he was safe to go home. He always preferred healing at home to the confines and perpetual noise of the hospital.

      “What else were you able to find out from the Center?”

      Erika looked at him with wide, surprised eyes. She had obviously expected Zachary to tell her, like everyone else, that there was no point in looking for Karen. She had just gone on a binge and would be back when she was good and ready.

      Zachary raised his brows and waited. He took the notepad out of his pocket and began to write down the essential points he had already learned from Erika.

      “Well… they have been very uncooperative. They can’t tell me exactly when she left. They don’t have any surveillance video of it. They said… that Karen was struggling. That she wasn’t doing very well in the program. She wasn’t showing up for all her meetings and sessions, she was recalcitrant and rude to the staff. They weren’t surprised that she left.”

      Zachary nodded his understanding. Addicts could be very difficult to deal with. Lots of emotions, defensiveness, and fear. As well as all of the withdrawal symptoms—at a minimum, irritability and mood swings. The Center would be used to dealing with anxious and angry participants, but that didn’t mean they had to put up with abuse or that they would go out of their way to stop someone from leaving or spend any time looking for her when she was gone.

      “But that’s not right,” Erika argued. “I talked to her, and she was doing really well. She was in good spirits and had come a long way. She was taking responsibility, told me about the meetings she was going to and the sessions with her therapist and with her sponsor. She was doing the steps. She was feeling good. And she was excited about coming home and seeing Mirabelle again.”

      “Does Karen live here?” Zachary gestured to their surroundings.

      “She was going to stay here for a while for the transition. Get back into the swing of caring for a baby, making sure that Belle was used to her before she took her away from here. We set up the guest room for her. We were getting everything ready, and then… she was gone. No more calls. She wouldn’t answer her phone. We tried to reach her at the Center and were told she wasn’t there.”

      “Did you go there to talk to them?”

      “Yes. Talked to the receptionist and her doctor. But they said… she had just left. Participants could leave whenever they wanted.”

      “Did you talk to any of the other patients?”

      Erika shook her head slowly. “No. It never occurred to me.”

      “Okay. I’ll follow up on that. And I’ll talk to the staff again to see if I can find anything else from them.”

      “Would you? That would be so great. I’m sure they think I’m just the hysterical sister. They don’t think I know what I’m talking about.”

      “Yeah. I’m not surprised at the reaction. They probably get jaded pretty quickly. Lots of promising participants who relapse again. Sometimes, people who have been sober for twenty or thirty years take a drink, and then the pressure builds up too much and they decide to have another drink, and everything goes sideways. It’s like the sober period never even happened.”

      “Well, there’s no way that happened to Karen. I talked to her. She was clean and sober. She was coming home. She was excited about it. She was looking forward to seeing Mirabelle.”

      “That’s a lot of pressure. What if she decided she wasn’t ready to take care of Mirabelle.”

      “Then I’m here. I keep caring for her, just like I have been for most of her life.”

      “But it’s a big failure in Karen’s mind. And how does she manage that?”

      Erika gave this due consideration, not just snapping that she knew her sister and Karen would never have changed her mind about coming home or living a sober life.

      “We had talked about all of those things. She knew that if she couldn’t take care of Mirabelle and needed me to stay involved, she could make that decision. She was nervous about it, yes, but she was looking forward to coming home and seeing her baby.”

      Mirabelle turned her head to look at Erika. “Big girl,” she objected.

      “Yes, Mirabelle is a big girl. But you’re still Mommy’s baby, aren’t you?”

      Mirabelle considered this. She picked up a floppy baby doll and held him in the crook of her arm while offering him a spoon.

      Zachary looked back at Erika. “Do you have any other support? Your parents?”

      “Well… they support me, but not Karen. They think I should fight her for custody. They won’t look for her. They won’t do anything to ‘enable’ Karen or rescue her from the consequences of her actions.” Erika’s shoulders lifted in a helpless shrug. “I can understand where they’re coming from and agree to some extent. But we don’t know what has happened. We don’t know that she’s relapsed.”

      “Is that what they think happened?”

      “Yes. Of course. It’s the most logical answer. The addict relapsed. That’s what everyone figures. They won’t look for her, and the police won’t help unless there is some indication of foul play, and of course there isn’t. I’m not convinced they would do anything even if there was evidence that something had happened to her.”

      “I have a brother who is an alcoholic,” Zachary confided. “The police weren’t interested in doing anything when he disappeared, either. Neither was his ex-wife, even though they have a couple of kids together. They’d just… been through it too many times. I searched for him when he was on his last binge, and it was really hard. No one believed in him and wanted to help. I wanted to believe that he wouldn’t relapse again. I thought that something might have happened to him. And that was even more worrying than if he had relapsed. What if something had happened to him, and he died or was permanently disabled because no one would believe that he needed any help?”

      Erika was quiet, watching Mirabelle. She eventually turned and looked at Zachary. “But he had relapsed.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you think that’s what happened to Karen. That’s a pretty convenient little story.”

      Zachary was stung by the accusation, but tried not to let it affect him. Erika was in pain. She was worried. She had reached out for help, and he had just told her a story that might have been designed to make her admit that Karen might have just relapsed.

      “No, it isn’t just a story. That’s the truth. I’m not saying your sister relapsed. I’m saying… I know what it’s like to have no one believe you or be willing to help you. No one willing to put aside the skepticism and just help out. The fact that he was on a binge doesn’t change how I felt when no one was willing to help.”

      Erika nodded, rubbing her forehead. “Okay, yeah. Sorry to jump all over you, but I don’t want to deal with another naysayer who says she is just on a binge and I shouldn’t put any effort into finding her. First, because I don’t believe she’s just on a binge, and second because that’s a really crappy way to treat your sister. I know all about not enabling or rescuing. But that doesn’t mean I don’t even try to find out what has happened to her.”
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      Erika fidgeted with a strand of hair, curling it around her finger and rolling it around. She chewed on her lip, and Zachary could tell she was looking for a way to express other doubts about her sister’s disappearance.

      “There is something else. Something I haven’t told anyone else.”

      “Okay.”

      “When I came home from work one day, there was an envelope in my mailbox. Nothing on the outside, no name, no address, no stamp, just a plain white envelope.”

      Zachary had received enough suspicious packages of his own to be concerned. Obviously, Erika was fine and it had not been a letter bomb that exploded in her face. But there were a lot of other possibilities.

      “Was it a letter?”

      “No. No letter or note. Just a micro-SD card. Little tiny thing,” she held her fingers a quarter inch apart. “I almost didn’t see it jammed down in the corner of the envelope.”

      Zachary leaned forward, intrigued. “Really. What was on it?”

      “Just a few files. From a camera, I guess. Some digital cameras use micro-SD cards.”

      Zachary had been a camera aficionado ever since receiving an analog camera from his first foster father on his eleventh birthday. Photography had kept him in touch with Mr. Peterson even when Zachary was no longer in the home, even when he was no longer in the system and, by society’s standards, old enough not to need a father anymore. And photography was one skill—maybe the main one—that had led him to become a private investigator.

      “Were you able to look at the files?”

      Erika nodded. She reached down to the floor to pick up a slim laptop. She moved from the chair to sit on the couch beside Zachary and opened the computer. Mirabelle turned to follow this readjustment of seating and apparently decided it was okay. She went back to trying to feed her baby a Cheerio.

      Zachary watched with anticipation as Erika booted up the computer, used the fingerprint scanner, and navigated the file system to find the files that had been on the SD card.

      “The first one is a video, but the lens was covered, so it is just audio.”

      Erika pressed play on the black screen and turned up the volume. The voices were muffled, not immediately in front of the camera’s microphone.

      
        
        “They’re gone, and no one knows what happened to them.”

        Something else indistinct from a second speaker.

        “And we’re going to keep it that way. No one needs to know about it.”

      

      

      Zachary frowned, considering the words. Who was gone? What had happened to them? “Okay. That’s interesting. Is that it? Just that little snippet?”

      “Yes. I don’t know whether it was edited, clipped from a longer video, or whether that was all Karen managed to record.”

      “And the other files?”

      Erika navigated to the next one and double-clicked it. A mostly white image with smudges of blurred text across it. He leaned closer. It was possible to make out some of the words, but it was challenging, and Zachary’s dyslexic brain jumbled the letter patterns, making it more difficult than he thought it should be to string them into sentences.

      Erika arranged two almost identical images side by side on her screen. “I think it is a file,” she explained, sketching the shape of the file folder on a darker-colored desk. “And she only managed to get a couple of pictures. Maybe she was interrupted, or maybe these were the only pages she thought were important.”

      “Can you read any of this?”

      Erika glanced at him, then nodded. “You see this line here, in the middle? You can see the words ‘baby’ and ‘laundromat’?”

      Zachary squinted, focusing on them, trying to see whether Erika was right in her interpretation or if it might be something else. He couldn’t see how baby and laundromat would go together or why they would appear on a file at a rehabilitation center.

      “Yeah, it looks like it,” he admitted. “But what kind of sense does that make?”

      “You remember I told you the police called me to tell me that Karen was high, and they needed someone to take Mirabelle?”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      “Karen had forgotten Mirabelle at the laundromat. She’d shot up there with her three-month-old baby and then took off, high, forgetting all about her. Ended up getting in a fight with some guy, was combative with the police who came to break it up, and resisted arrest. Then, when she got to the police station, she remembered about Mirabelle. Or maybe she was reminded about it when the cops cataloged her backpack and found out it was full of diapers and prepared bottles.”

      Zachary gave a shudder. “Did Karen remember where she had left her?”

      “No, but she remembered she had been at the laundromat, at least, as part of her list of errands. The cops were afraid they were going to find the baby inside the machine. There was a big story in the news a few years ago about a woman convicted of killing her baby when she was high by putting her in the washing machine with her clothes.”

      Zachary’s guts twisted at the thought of such a horrific thing. “But she hadn’t.”

      Obviously.

      “No. Luckily, she hadn’t.”

      Zachary shook his head, trying to erase the images that sprang to mind. He looked at Mirabelle. She was okay. She had not been hurt or traumatized by her abandonment at the laundromat. She had been recovered safely by the police and placed with an auntie who was happy to take care of her and would not accidentally leave her behind or harm her.

      He could picture Mirabelle as a three-month-old baby, looking bald with her fine blond down of hair, round baby face and fat cheeks. Zachary’s younger siblings had tended to be thin, but he pictured Mirabelle as fat and happy.

      Erika followed his gaze to her niece and she smiled softly. “She’s okay. She’s more than okay. She’s thriving. Karen really did try, but addiction is a terrible thing. People who haven’t had close experience with addictions think that if you just try hard enough, you can overcome it with sheer willpower, but it isn’t like that. I know Karen is trying. She’s trying really hard. And I know she was ready to come home; she was strong. She was in a good place. But something happened to her.”

      Erika put her hand on Zachary’s arm. “Please find her.”

      “I’ll do my best. I’ll need everything you can give me about Karen’s friends, especially those she partied with, and where and when she used. I’ll need a letter of permission for the people at the Center to talk to me, though they probably won’t. Anything else you can think of that might be pertinent.”

      “Thank you.” Erika breathed out. “Thank you so much. And… thank you for not trying to talk me out of it and convince me that she just took off and is binging somewhere. I know that’s possible, but I can’t believe it. I can’t. But if she is, you find her, and when she’s ready, we’ll try again.”

      “I know what it’s like to hope and be disappointed. And to think that she’s on the right path and then she falls off the wagon again. But that doesn’t mean that’s what happened. I understand the hope. Praying that she’s not using and that she isn’t hurt… or worse.”
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      Once he returned home, Zachary called Kenzie at the Medical Examiner’s Office. She answered the phone after a few rings.

      “Zachary. Hey, how is it going?”

      “Good. How has your day been?”

      “Did a couple of postmortems. Pretty routine. Nothing too exciting. How about you? You were seeing a new client today?”

      “Yeah. I took her case. Missing person. I have a question—do you mind if I invite Tyrrell for dinner? We can get pizza or something so it isn’t any extra work. Would you mind? I don’t think you have anything special planned for tonight, do you?”

      “No, I don’t have anything planned. What’s up? Just because it’s been a while since we’ve had him over? I wondered whether he has a new friend.”

      “I wanted to pick his brain about some of the stuff in this case.” He considered. “You think he has a girlfriend?”

      “I don’t know. We haven’t heard much from him lately.”

      Zachary tried to remember the last time he had talked to Tyrrell. They talked off and on throughout the week, or exchanged texts or emails. Had it been that long since he’d had Tyrrell over?

      “I hadn’t noticed. We talk, but it has been a while since he’s been over. I assumed it was just because he was doing stuff with Robbie.”

      He wasn’t sure whether Tyrrell and Robbie were rooming together or just spent a lot of time together. It seemed like Robbie was always coming or going from Tyrrell’s apartment—which was Zachary’s old apartment from before he had moved in with Kenzie. Tyrrell and Robbie had been friends as kids, until Robbie had disappeared as a teenager. They had only recently been reunited.

      “Well, it could be that too, I suppose,” Kenzie said. “I don’t know who he spends his time with. But yes, invite him over. Tell him to bring Robbie over too if he wants to come.”

      Zachary smiled, grateful for how generous Kenzie was about agreeing to share time and space with all of the men, especially when he’d asked at the last minute.

      “Great, I’ll see if they can come over. Thanks!”

      “And don’t forget the pizza. You’ve got me craving it now.”

      After ending the call with Kenzie, Zachary tried Tyrrell.

      “Hey, bro!” Tyrrell greeted cheerfully. “How’s it goin’?”

      “Good. I know it’s last minute, but do you want to come over for pizza tonight? And Robbie too, if he’s available.”

      “Pizza? Sure. We didn’t have anything particular planned. Maybe put on the game. I can’t promise Robbie will come, but I’ll see if he wants to join us.”

      For a number of reasons, Robbie did not spend much time socializing, other than with Tyrrell. Zachary had tried to make him feel welcome to visit with him and Kenzie as well, but progress in that regard was slow.
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      Kenzie was not yet home when the doorbell rang. Checking the front camera, Zachary saw that it was Tyrrell. There was a definite family resemblance between the two of them. The same dark hair and eyes. Similar facial features. But Tyrrell’s hair was long, and he was both taller and heavier than Zachary. He didn’t have problems keeping enough weight on, as Zachary did.

      A figure hovered behind Tyrrell, looking out toward the street. He was dressed in a hoodie that was too warm for the day and large sunglasses that covered much of his face. Robbie Elder.

      Zachary stood up and walked to the front door to let them in. He punched the security code into the security panel and let them in.

      “T! Good to see you. I couldn’t remember when the last time we got together was. I didn’t realize.”

      Tyrrell embraced Zachary and slapped him on the back in a hearty bro hug. “It’s all good. I guess we’ve let it slide lately. But you guys are always back and forth, visiting the Petersons and Kenzie’s parents. And Kenzie works late sometimes or has to run out to a death scene…”

      “I know, but we can make it work.” Zachary let Tyrrell go past him and reached out a hand to shake Robbie’s. Robbie didn’t offer his in return. He stepped into the house and pulled the door shut behind him. The security system beeped that the door was closed and the system armed. Zachary stepped back, giving Robbie space, and followed Tyrrell into the living room.

      “Kenzie not home yet?” Tyrrell asked.

      “She’ll be home any time now. I’ll order the pizza; she should be here by the time it arrives. What do you want?”

      They discussed toppings before settling on an order. Robbie took off his sunglasses and looked around warily.

      Zachary didn’t stare at Robbie’s extensively scarred face. He’d seen the jagged starburst before. He didn’t think it made Robbie look horrific or monstrous, but Robbie was pretty sensitive about how he looked and anyone reacting to his appearance in public. Tyrrell had told Zachary that Robbie had a consultation booked with a plastic surgeon to see about getting the decades-old scars removed, or at least improved.

      Zachary recalled the debriding and skin grafts that had been needed to repair his burns from the house fire when he was younger. It had been extremely painful. He hoped Robbie didn’t have to go through a similar procedure to have his skin repaired.

      Zachary still had visible burn scars, even after the grafts, and had acquired other scars from various attacks, accidents, and a number of self-inflicted injuries. Seeing Robbie’s scars made him feel less self-conscious about his own.

      He called the pizza restaurant and placed their order. He had just hung up the phone when he heard Kenzie’s little red convertible, her “baby,” pull into the garage.

      “There she is.”

      In a minute, Kenzie was walking in through the garage door. He was amazed she could look so good after a long day of working with dead bodies, tissue samples, files, and grieving relatives. Not to mention cops. The dark spiral curls bounced around her face, and he was pretty sure she had just applied a fresh layer of red lipstick.

      “Kenzie! Good timing. The pizzas should be here in about twenty minutes. We could visit, or you could shower before dinner.”

      Some days, she could not function until she’d had a shower to wash off the grit and sweat of the day. Moving heavy bodies around and cutting through bone were not light work.

      “No, I’m good,” Kenzie told them, and she joined everyone in the living room and skillfully made small talk with the company, drawing them out and trying to put Robbie at ease.

      Once the pizza arrived and everyone had served themselves, Kenzie provided a segue for Zachary to discuss the new case. “So, tell me about this new client you took on today. What did you say it was? Missing person?”

      Zachary nodded. “Yeah. Hired to find the client’s sister.” He looked at Tyrrell. “Apparently, she disappeared from a rehab facility.”

      “Oh,” Tyrrell looked interested in this news. “Which one?”

      “Place called Turning Trail Recovery Center.”

      “I’ve heard of it,” Tyrrell nodded. “Don’t know much about it, though. Haven’t been there myself.”

      Tyrrell had been through a number of different facilities since he had started drinking as a teenager. Similar to Karen’s history. Zachary knew that some of Tyrrell’s drinking was an attempt to self-medicate his trauma symptoms, and that there was also a strong genetic predisposition to alcoholism.

      He could remember both of their parents drinking to excess when Zachary and Tyrrell had been children. He had recently encountered Burke, their father, who was still a heavy drinker and proud of it. Burke had encouraged Tyrrell’s binge and disparaged Zachary for not joining them for a drink. Zachary rarely drank, both because of their family history and because the alcohol was contraindicated for several of his medications.

      “I did some research on the facility this afternoon after taking on the case. It’s owned by Echo Ridge Health Consortium and run by a doctor named Amos Thorndyke.” Zachary looked at both Tyrrell and Kenzie for any reaction to the name.

      “Don’t know him or Echo Ridge,” Tyrrell said. “But that doesn’t mean anything. New rehab places are always popping up, and these companies are always reorganizing under new names. If you like, I could ask around to see if anyone knows of it.”

      “That would be a big help, actually.”

      Tyrrell nodded, looking pleased. “Always happy to help! Any time I can put my addiction experience to good use… it makes me feel like maybe there was a reason for what I went through. Or at least, something good can come from it despite all the pain I caused.”

      His expression darkened as he considered the other consequences of his addiction.

      “That’s great,” Zachary said, trying to move him away from obsessing over his regrets. “It would help with this case. And I know Kenzie’s family has sure appreciated your deep knowledge in helping with the foundation’s database.”

      The Kirsch family foundation had hired Tyrrell to assist with their office administration. Tyrrell’s help had proven invaluable as the foundation moved away from funding kidney disease and transplants to including more mental health causes.

      Kenzie nodded her agreement. “Hillary never stops singing your praises.”

      Tyrrell blushed. Zachary chuckled. “Good thing Kenzie thought to snag you. Wouldn’t want you working for the competition.” He frowned. “Is there ‘competition’? I don’t mean working against addiction and mental health causes, but…”

      “Everyone in the field is looking for funding,” Kenzie confirmed. “So you are in competition with other foundations to get the dollars, even if you are all working for a good cause, yeah.”

      Tyrrell nodded his agreement. Zachary had no experience fundraising for charitable causes, but it made sense.

      “Well, then, it’s a good thing we got Tyrrell on our side.”

      He took another bite of his pizza. “Any tips on how to approach the facility? How do I get their cooperation and are there any red flags I should watch out for?”

      “Well,” Tyrrell considered, picking toppings off of his pizza and eating them. “You might think they will be super helpful because they want to find out what happened to this person who went missing…”

      “Not really. That’s why I wondered about the best way to get their cooperation. I don’t want to just be shut down at the door.”

      “They’re going to tell you they can’t say anything because of patient confidentiality.”

      “I’m going to get her sister to give me a permission form to try to get around the privacy argument.”

      “Still won’t work, they’ll tell the family they aren’t allowed to share any information with them, either.”

      “Even if something has happened to her?”

      “Yup.”

      “What about non-medical information, like when she was seen last?”

      “Maybe, but I suspect they will stonewall you.”

      “Probably,” Zachary agreed, shrugging. He expected as much. But he had a talent for getting people to talk. He’d keep thinking about it and try to figure out what the best arguments would be. “Sometimes, the best approach is to talk to someone lower on the totem pole. A receptionist or orderly.”

      “Yeah, probably the best bet.”

      “And red flags?” Kenzie prompted, recalling Zachary’s other question. “Anything else that might indicate a problem?”

      “Well… have you checked for online reviews?” Tyrrell asked.

      Zachary nodded. “Checked those out while I was doing the other research this afternoon. They’ve got some pretty good reviews. Of course, ignoring the stuff on their website because that is all just puffery.”

      “Uh-huh,” Tyrrell agreed. “But I wouldn’t trust any of the reviews, either.”

      “On independent sites. Ones that review doctors and facilities. They can’t pay those places off, can they?”

      “Not exactly. I mean, some of them probably could influence the owners of the review site. But they don’t need to. They pay people to post reviews. Open a bunch of different accounts from anonymous IP addresses, and start planting reviews as if they were actual patients or family members. They’re pretty sophisticated now. They know better than to start spamming reviews from one IP address, or to post reviews the same day the account was opened. They know the system and just sprinkle the reviews over time so they look natural. And post replies to any negative reviews or accusations against doctors, saying they don’t know what they are talking about or are just trolls trying to damage the center’s reputation. Report negative reviews as abusive so that the review site will remove them.”

      “And they do? That’s all it takes to get a review removed?”

      “Most of them don’t have the manpower to read every review flagged as abusive. They automatically remove it if several people mark it as abusive.”

      “Well… that’s crazy. So any company that has enough people contracted to post reviews can artificially increase the reputation of the company.”

      “Yup.”

      Zachary swore in disgust. So much for his careful research into the company’s reputation. “So how can I find out what their real rep is?”

      “I’ll find out what I can from people who are familiar with it. People who have gone there.”

      “Yeah. That’s going to be even more valuable than I thought.”

      “Do they do a lot of recruiting? Can you tell?”

      “Recruiting of… doctors?”

      “No, recruiting patients.”

      “Why would they do that? And how would they?”

      “The more people they have in the program, the more money they make. It doesn’t matter if they are really treating them or not as long as they are warm bodies. Though some of them have been known to use the names of deceased patients or made-up ‘ghost’ patients.”

      “No one checks to see if they are legitimate patients?”

      “It’s all about the numbers. No one in the government has the time to chase down every patient to make sure they are really addicts, were treated there, or are still alive.”

      “What about social security numbers? They can’t just make people up without SSNs, can they?”

      “Identity theft, children who died, or people getting paid off to let them use their SSNs.” Tyrrell shrugged. “If you were homeless or couldn’t afford to feed your kids, would you take money to ‘rent out’ your number?”

      “Well… I suppose,” Zachary admitted. He had been homeless or living hand-to-mouth for a number of years after aging out of foster care. Or even while in foster care. If someone had offered to pay him just to use his number for fraudulent billings, he would probably have welcomed the opportunity. Who was it hurting, after all? The government, with its billions and trillions of dollars? Losing a few thousand to a company using Zachary’s social security number didn’t even scratch the surface.

      “There are lots of ways these places can get extra money for patients they never treated. That’s not the only one.”

      Zachary pulled out his notepad and wrote a few things down. “So… how do I know if they are recruiting patients?”

      “Ask around. Especially people who are in the program now or have graduated. Find out how they got into the program in the first place. Look for people who might have come from another state.”

      “They recruit from other states?”

      “There is a limited pool in Vermont. And if they can get people from other states, they don’t know anything about the facility’s reputation or the programs they do or don’t offer. By the time they get here… they only get a one-way ticket. They might as well go into treatment, even if it isn’t as advertised.”

      “I can call around to a few doctors, too,” Kenzie suggested. “That’s what I did when I was looking for a placement for Tyrrell.” She nodded to him. “They usually know which facilities are good. These other ones that spring up, like Tyrrell said, they will mostly be unknowns in the medical community. I guess some of them are probably able to build up a false reputation among other doctors too… but it’s harder face-to-face than online.”

      “Well… I can see this will be interesting.” Despite Kenzie’s reassurance that it would be harder to pull something over on the medical community, the two of them had worked enough cases with fraudulent doctors or programs for him to know that doctors could be just as credulous as someone looking for a facility to treat a family member. “Anything you could find out would be great. I’m hoping that we’re not dealing with another case of someone being taken advantage of by an institution, but from what was on that SD card, I don’t have high hopes.”
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      There was a beat of silence.

      “The SD card?” Robbie echoed.

      He had been silent up until that point, focused on his pizza and giving no sign that he was listening to the conversation. But clearly, he had been following it.

      Zachary weighed what to tell the others. He tried to keep client information confidential, but nothing about the sudden appearance of the SD card would identify Erika or Karen. Everyone seemed eager to hear what details Zachary had managed to unearth about Turning Trail Recovery Center and were intrigued by the mention of the memory card.

      “The client received a micro-SD card from an unknown party. It was left in her mailbox with no identifying information. A micro-SD card from a camera. It contained a couple of images and a short video.”

      Zachary described the files he had viewed, which he now had on his laptop and cloud storage for reference. He didn’t think showing them the pictures would advance the case any further and did not think sharing Karen’s story of having left her baby behind in the laundromat would show respect for her privacy, even if he left her name out of it.

      “But the pictures of the file are not clear enough to read?” Kenzie asked.

      “No, not really. You can make out some of the letters and read or have a good guess at some of the words, but it’s only one word here and there.”

      “So that’s not helpful at all. Why send them to her?”

      “I guess whoever got the card to her either thought it might be helpful or didn’t know what the sister had managed to get pictures of. My client thought it was a couple of pages from her sister’s file based on the words she could make out. But we can’t make out enough words to tell why it was important. Maybe they falsified some information.” Zachary shrugged. “I’m going to spend some time on it later and see how much I can decode. But it’s tedious work.”

      “Not like I haven’t seen you take on something tedious before,” Kenzie teased. “And a lot of the time, you can see something buried in the details that no one else has been able to.”

      “Fingers crossed that I can again. But it might be a couple of days before I can spend time on it. I think live interviews are more likely to be helpful, and the longer I wait, the more people will forget. Time isn’t a friend with witness testimony. The longer I wait, the more their memories will fade.”

      “And if something has happened to her, you want to find her sooner rather than later,” Robbie added.

      Robbie knew all about waiting a long time for help. Kenzie looked grim and didn’t make any comment. Being an assistant medical examiner, she knew what could happen to addicts who ran into some kind of trouble.

      Tyrrell avoided meeting anyone’s eyes. He knew what it was like on the other side. To be the addict who didn’t want to be found. Zachary wished he could erase the trauma Tyrrell had suffered as a child and the pain of his resulting addiction.

      “It’s good that we found you when we did,” he said tentatively.

      “We? Only one person found me, Zachary, and that was you.” Tyrrell raised his eyes to meet Zachary. “And yes… I’m glad that you found me. It’s just that…” He swallowed. “There is a lot of shame… I am still embarrassed that you saw me like that. That I could sink so low, and you had to see it.”

      Zachary shrugged and focused on his pizza, not wanting to embarrass Tyrrell further. “No lower than I have been.”

      “Or me,” Robbie added.

      Kenzie, who had not had to deal with an addiction, homelessness, or mental illness, stayed quiet. She’d had her challenges, but Zachary didn’t think she felt the same shame as he and Tyrrell. She was smart, confident, and outgoing. She’d always had the money to accomplish whatever she set her mind to.

      And Karen? She was out there, somewhere.

      Was it just like her parents and the medical professionals said and had fallen off the wagon once again?

      Or had someone targeted her?
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      Zachary did not try to set up an appointment at Turning Trail ahead of time. He knew he would just be brushed off and told that he didn’t have any status there if he tried. Instead, he showed up at their front door and presented himself to the receptionist.

      “Hi.” He gave her a warm smile. “My name is Zachary, and I’m here to see the doctor about Karen Brookfield, one of your patients.”

      Frown lines appeared between the middle-aged woman’s brows. She looked at her computer and tapped in a search.

      “Brookfield? Do you have an appointment?”

      “I was hoping that he would be available to see me. It’s somewhat urgent.”

      She shook her head slowly. “We don’t have a patient by that name.”

      “Oh, she’s here,” Zachary assured her. “Maybe you misspelled it.”

      The receptionist, Margot, according to her nameplate, looked at the screen again. “Of course I didn’t misspell it. It isn’t exactly difficult to spell.”
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