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      A worried father hires private investigator Zachary Goldman to check out his daughter’s new boyfriend.

      

      Aaron Barrows seems perfect. Too perfect. He says all the right things, shares all the right interests, and swept Leila off her feet at exactly the right moment. But the more Zachary digs, the less Aaron’s story holds together.

      

      What should have been a routine background check turns into a tense private investigator mystery filled with deception, dangerous secrets, and questions no one in Leila’s family wants to ask. If Aaron isn’t who he claims to be, Leila could be walking straight into trouble.

      

      
        
          	
        A suspiciously perfect boyfriend
      

      	
        A father desperate to protect his daughter
      

      	
        A neurodivergent detective following the cracks in the story
      

      	
        Dark family secrets, rising danger, and psychological suspense
      

      

      

      Zachary knows better than most that appearances can lie. To protect a young woman who doesn’t want his help, he’ll have to uncover the truth before the damage is irreversible.

      

      Fans of private investigator mysteries, psychological suspense, and dark family drama will love He Was Not Himself.
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      Zachary was alert as he approached the meeting place, watching for any vehicles following him, either close behind him or at a distance. He normally did not like to meet a new client at an isolated location. He much preferred a busy coffee shop or some other neutral ground, out in public, where he could be seen and have some measure of protection by virtue of the number of witnesses.

      He had run into cases in the past where a “new client” soliciting his private investigator services was actually a cheating spouse or employee looking for revenge after being unmasked by one of Zachary’s investigations. People tended not to be happy when their philandering or fraud was exposed.

      But Roger, the man who had called him most recently, did not want to be seen in public. He had managed to talk Zachary into meeting him at another location, where they would not be seen but where, hopefully, Zachary could still ensure his safety.

      The scenic lookout that Zachary had chosen was located on a road with a high volume of traffic, so there were still witnesses who would see if things went awry. It was on a long, straight stretch of the highway so that Zachary could see whoever was approaching, and there was little chance of an ambush. Roger could stand at the lookout and view the spectacular scenery below them, face turned away from the road so no one would recognize him, and Zachary could stand with his back to the rail so that he could see Roger’s face and any approaching traffic. He could stay just two steps away from his car so that he had a way to escape.

      He thought it provided the most security possible, without putting either of them in a vulnerable position. The risks were manageable.

      At least, he hoped so.

      As he approached the pull-out for the scenic lookout, he could see that he was the first to arrive, as he had planned. He checked his mirrors again and pulled over. The traffic continued to flow past him. No one slowed too much or swerved out of the traffic to pull in beside him.

      Zachary stepped out of his car, leaving the door wide open despite the resulting warning alarms. He walked the length of the pull-out area, staring into the trees at either end for anyone hiding, lying in wait. He scanned the wilderness from the lookout—across, up, down, into the lush, verdant trees. He was alone. He allowed himself a moment to breathe deeply and appreciate the Vermont scenery, so peaceful and healing. Just a few leaves had turned color, but in a couple of weeks, the trees would be a riot of color and the leaf peepers would be everywhere, gaping and taking pictures.

      Zachary pulled a camera from his pocket and framed a few careful shots, breathing the crisp, clean air and listening to the sounds of the birds and rustles of the leaves in the woodlands around him. The sky was a bright, brilliant blue with only a few wisps of cloud. A gorgeous day. He was glad that he had been compelled to leave Roxboro for a drive to meet the new client, whether it was a case he chose to take or not. It was good for him to get out of the house and be in nature.

      He was out of the walking boot that had protected his badly sprained ankle, but it still caused him some pain. He had a protective wrap to give it some support and was still using crutches, but it was not quite as awkward as it had been with the boot.

      Zachary looked up and down the highway, checking the time on his phone. Roger was not due to get there for a few more minutes, and Zachary was reassured that everything was in order. No one was lying in wait.

      Undoubtedly, Roger simply suspected a spouse or employee, perhaps a neighbor, and wanted a private investigator to look into it. But he didn’t want to tip them off as to what he was up to.

      Which was best for all involved. Namely, Zachary.

      The phone in Zachary’s hand rang, and he looked down at it. His first instinct was to ignore it. Roger would be there any minute, and Zachary’s attention should be focused on him. He wanted to be alert and show Roger that he was the man for the job if Zachary deemed it to be a case he wanted to take.

      He was not going to get into anything that might entail risk. Not after his recent undercover stint at the Turning Trail Recovery Center. He needed time to heal physically and mentally after the rigors of that case. Right now, he wanted to stick to simple jobs. Mostly computer work. Some light surveillance or investigation. Nothing that would put him in the path of anyone violent.

      He’d seen enough violence lately.

      Just a nice, safe case.

      The caller ID on the phone showed that it was Manny, one of the residents Zachary had met at Turning Trail. He had been friendly and supportive of Zachary, the kind of guy who always reached out to include others and knew how to make them feel welcome. Zachary could keep the call short and still be ready for Roger when he got there.

      He swiped to accept the call. “Manny, how are you?”

      “Hey, Zed. Kind of missing all of the excitement that you brought with you at Turning Trail. Things are awfully quiet here by comparison.”

      Manny and the other residents of Turning Trail had been relocated to other facilities, and Turning Trail closed down during the government investigation now being conducted. Too many of the staff had been involved in the illegal operations at the facility, and the programs could not continue to operate until the various agencies involved in the investigation were certain of who could be trusted and who could not.

      “How are things in Burlington?” he asked Manny. “Is it… a better program?”

      “Well, they are definitely running things differently. No night-night meds, and I don’t get the feeling that the contraband is as prevalent.”

      “That’s good. How are you feeling?”

      “Anxious, but… okay, I guess. I could leave now if I wanted to, but… I just need some time before I go back to my life on the outside.”

      Manny had already completed the full three-month program at Turning Trail and had stayed on for a second round. Zachary thought that he had been clean at Turning Trail, aside from whatever pill he was given at night to help him sleep. Unfortunately, in many cases, that had been fentanyl. This did not bode well for actually being able to stay clean for long on the outside.

      “Good, it sounds like you’re doing really well,” Zachary encouraged.

      “And you? How are you healing? Still look like a raccoon?”

      Zachary touched one of the bruises under his eyes, testing for any remaining puffiness or pain. He had touched it up a bit with concealer for his meeting with Roger. Sporting a broken nose and two black eyes did not exude competence. He looked okay with the concealer. His usual dark-haired, dark-eyed, hollow-cheeked homeless look. Though he had shaved.

      “The black eyes are mostly green and yellow now,” he informed Manny. “A few more days…”

      “Well, don’t run into any more walls.”

      “I don’t intend to,” Zachary told Manny, forcing a chuckle.

      “So…” Manny’s voice was hesitant. “Everything is okay then? No bad aftereffects?”

      Zachary thought about the recurring nightmares, the increased friction with Kenzie, his anxiety level during the day.

      “Yeah,” he said lightly. “Things are good. Don’t you worry about me. Just worry about keeping yourself clean and healthy.”

      “You got it,” Manny agreed. “I’m going to be out of here in no time. Once I’m sure that I’ll be okay on the outside.” His voice was strained with anxiety, and Zachary hoped that his own lies weren’t quite as transparent.
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      Zachary slid the phone back into his pocket and resolved not to worry about Manny or answer any calls until after he’d met with Roger.

      He might succeed in not answering any calls.

      He practiced some deep breathing, trying to slow his heart and relax his muscles. He was in a beautiful setting and he should enjoy it.

      Ten minutes later, a little red Toyota pulled into the turnout. Zachary waited. He assumed it was Roger, but of course, it could be someone who just wanted a look at the scenery. The little waterfall and river below the lookout were picturesque, like they had come out of a movie about fairies.

      The man who stepped out of the car looked across the roof at Zachary and met his gaze. He was average height with a medium build. Bigger than Zachary, but not huge. It was a warm day to be wearing a jacket, but it was perfectly matched to the business suit that peeked out from underneath it. Well-tailored. He looked like an office manager or salesman. Not at the top of the food chain, someone in middle management who didn’t have a lot of control over his own life, but did have supervision over a few other people. Maybe a secretary of his own, or maybe one he shared with someone else.

      Dark hair and eyes. Glasses. Maybe progressive lenses, by the looks of them. His eyes had hit middle age and needed more assistance.

      Roger didn’t look angry or anxious. Maybe a little uncertain about being there, but he was confident enough to give it a try.

      “Zachary?”

      Zachary nodded and didn’t move. He wanted Roger to come around his car to meet with him. Zachary would be two steps from his open car door, but Roger would be all the way around the other side from his. It gave Zachary a quick escape if he needed it, with Roger unable to pursue him immediately.

      Roger stood there for a minute, stubbornly refusing to walk around his vehicle. However, in the battle of wills, Zachary prevailed, and Roger eventually walked around his car to join him. He forced a nervous smile and reached out a hand to Zachary to shake.

      The man’s hand was warm and slightly moist. He had a firm, assured grip.

      “Hi, Roger Thatcher. I’m sorry for all this cloak-and-dagger business; I just didn’t want to be seen talking to a private investigator by anyone I know. I don’t want to have to explain… all of this.”

      “I understand,” Zachary agreed. “Why don’t you tell me what you need?”

      “Well…” Roger turned to look down at the waterfall and the river. “It all seems a little silly when I say it out loud. I mean… like I’m stuck in the middle of a bad TV show or movie. This isn’t me.”

      “I do work for a lot of ordinary people,” Zachary assured him. “I’m not some Magnum P.I. or Philip Marlowe. I just… look into things. Help ordinary people out with ordinary questions that they don’t have the skills to pursue. It doesn’t have to be a deep, dark secret or a terrible crime. Just something that you need someone to look into for you.”

      “Yeah? Yeah, that’s what I need. Just someone to help me out. I didn’t know where else to go.”

      “Think of it as research. I’m happy to be your research assistant, if I can. What are you worried about?”

      Roger was still for a minute, considering. He didn’t wring his hands or give any other sign of distress, keeping whatever emotions he was experiencing under wraps.

      “I’m a family man,” he explained. “Wife and kids. They’re very important to me. Been married for twenty-two years now.”

      “That’s very impressive in today’s world. You don’t hear a lot.”

      “No. When I attend reunions or get together with old friends or extended family, everyone seems to be divorced or in their second or third marriage. Agnes and I have been lucky.”

      “Or worked hard to maintain the relationship. I doubt it is all luck.”

      “No, you’re right. Of course. There are always challenges, some frictions that plague a relationship. But we’ve been able to work through them and come out stronger than ever.”

      Zachary smiled. He hoped the smile didn’t look as forced and plastic as it felt. He approved of what Roger said, of course, but the bit about coming out stronger than ever sounded like a soundbite. As if it were something Roger had heard on TV or a radio show.

      “But lately, you’ve been wondering if everything is still okay with your wife,” Zachary suggested. “Things haven’t been the same, and you want to make sure that she’s still faithful to you.”

      “Oh, no, no!” Roger gave a single bark of laughter, waving this idea away with a flap of his hand. “No, this isn’t about her! Things are good. They’re good. I wouldn’t change anything. This is actually… about my daughter.”

      “Oh…” Zachary drew the word out and readjusted his thinking. Roger was not worrying about his straying wife, hoping Zachary would prove her fidelity—or lack thereof. Instead, it was the daughter. “Why don’t you tell me about her?”

      “Leila,” Roger informed him, and gave a little smile. He licked his lips. “She’s twenty. A smart girl, very kind, well-rounded. I would say ‘Daddy’s little girl’ if it didn’t sound so creepy and indulgent. She really is the light of my life, my little princess, however cliche that all sounds. I guess there is a reason you hear these things over and over again. It’s how dads really feel about their little girls.”

      Zachary nodded. “And then they go and grow up.”

      “Yes,” Roger laughed again. “Then they grow up. On one hand, I wish it weren’t true. That Leila could stay Daddy’s little girl forever. But I’m also proud of the responsible young woman that she has become. It’s very gratifying to see how she has turned out. I’m not afraid of her getting married and leaving us, or of becoming a grandpa. I look forward to those things.”

      Zachary made an encouraging noise, waiting for Roger to work himself up to giving Zachary some idea of what it was about his perfect daughter that he was worried about.

      Roger scratched the back of his neck, his cheeks flushing a little. He looked away from Zachary, down at the river at the bottom of the ravine again.

      Zachary tensed, waiting for the revelation.
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      “I don’t know,” Roger said, rolling his eyes. “Maybe I’m being silly. I really shouldn’t be interfering with my daughter’s life, should I? I think that I’m just being a concerned, responsible father, but am I overstepping my bounds?”

      Zachary considered the question. “I don’t know yet, since you haven’t told me what is bothering you, but I had a client a little while ago… like you, a father concerned about his daughter. He didn’t like the man she was with. Worried that he was abusing her. The daughter wouldn’t talk to him about it. Told him that everything was fine and he should stay out of it. But he didn’t feel right about it. Wasn’t anything he could take to the police or anything like that, so he came to me to see if I would surveil her for a while and see if I could reassure him.”

      Roger’s brows went up. He shook his head slightly, barely more than a twitch to the side. “Are you sure you’re not just making that up? Trying to make me feel better with an invented story?”

      Zachary chuckled. “Like you said, there is a reason it becomes a cliche. Dads worry about their daughters. Whether they are making good choices. Whether their judgment is reliable. If they’re ready to be on their own or in a mature adult relationship. You are not the first one. Not even the first one today.”

      They both chuckled.

      “No,” Zachary said, “I am not making it up. This was an actual case. And in his case, he was absolutely right. The guy was abusive. His daughter thought she could handle it, that things would be okay if she just kept him happy. Maybe she was afraid to leave him. Maybe she was embarrassed about making a bad choice and didn’t want to tell her dad about it. You can’t always understand why someone stays in an abusive situation. There are a lot of complex feelings involved.”

      As someone who had been very attached to an abusive woman, Zachary knew that personally. As the target of the abuse, he had felt guilty, had thought that if he just tried harder, he would be able to satisfy Bridget. He knew that he was broken and dysfunctional, but he still thought he should be able to make her happy, like they had been in the very beginning. When that first blush was gone from the rose, he had felt confused and guilty.

      He knew he was repeating old patterns, the abused child who attached himself to an abusive woman. He’d had that discussion with not only his therapist but Kenzie as well. More than once.

      “I always wonder about that,” Roger mused. “I can’t understand whatever would possess someone to stay in a relationship after it went sour. Especially abuse cases. Why would you stay with someone after they hit you? And the abuse just gets worse and worse, doesn’t it? I can’t think of a case where it started out abusive and then got better and turned out okay.”

      “There are a lot of reasons people stay. In the case I was referring to, the spouse was getting more aggressive, more angry. I could see the dynamic, but couldn’t get any physical evidence that she was being abused. But eventually… he started to fill the house with bales of flammable materials, newspapers and clothing and the like. And he came home with a truck full of gas cans.”

      Roger shook his head, eyes wide. “No. Really?”

      Zachary nodded.

      “What did you do?”

      “I called for help. Police and fire. They set up a command post. We managed to talk him out without the whole place going up in flames. He went to the hospital for evaluation. The woman had been drugged and restrained, but was okay. She was able to get out of it unharmed, thanks to her dad. He knew there was something wrong and just wouldn’t listen when she told him no.”

      “So you think that’s what I should do?”

      “I’m not advising that you go one way or the other. I don’t know any of the circumstances. But you are her dad, and you know more about it than anyone else. You have a gut, and it is telling you… what? That this is something you have to look into, or that everything is fine and you are panicking over nothing?”

      Roger stared off into the distance, listening to his inner voices. Eventually, he nodded. “I have to do something. I can’t just walk away and ignore it. Not when I think she might be in trouble. She’s a grown woman, I realize that, but she doesn’t have a lot of experience in relationships or the adult world, and I think… she needs some help. Even if she doesn’t think so.”

      Zachary nodded. “Why don’t you tell me about it, then?”

      Roger leaned his elbows on the rail, nodding. He sighed.

      “She has a boyfriend. This is a very new development. Of course, she has dated and liked boys before. Nothing too serious. Crushes, experimentation, just enjoying time together doing the things that kids do. I had been kind of proud of myself, patting myself on the back, for being such a modern, understanding dad and keeping a low profile around these boys. I thought I had avoided overreacting and the jealousy, or whatever it is men feel when their little girls separate and start having relationships with other men. But then along comes Aaron Barrows.”

      The level of disapproval in Roger’s voice bordered on animosity. He clearly had not managed to remain objective and logical where Aaron Barrows was concerned. The mild-mannered, sheepish man was transformed when he spoke of Barrows. There was steel in his voice, and Zachary did not doubt that even this corporate drone could be moved to violence if Barrows were to do something to hurt Leila.

      He nodded and waited for Roger to continue with his story and explain why he felt so differently about Leila’s latest boyfriend.

      “I can assure you that it is not just because he is the first real threat to Leila replacing me as the man in her life. There is something much deeper here… there is something wrong with Barrows. He is… he is a threat to her. I can feel that. But no one else can see it.”

      “Your wife does not agree?”

      “Oh, no. Absolutely not. She is nearly as smitten with Barrows as Leila is. She thinks he is perfect, walks on water.”

      “Tell me what you have seen that concerns you. Even if it is something small, an impression here and there. Our brains pick up on things that we don’t consciously understand, and any of those feelings might help me to figure out what it is about this guy that sets you off.”

      “He is… too perfect. Every kid has good and bad in him. You like that he gets good marks but don’t like that he has a chauvinistic view of a woman’s role in society. He has a job that pays well, but he’s never home. Every man, I mean. Obviously, he is not a kid. But the way he acts when he is around Leila, and the way he talks to me and Agnes… well, it’s all just perfect. I couldn’t criticize a single thing he said, not a single attitude or action. And yet…”

      “You think that is all a front?”

      “It’s an act. No one is that perfect. I mean, the guy couldn’t even like a song that I hate. He is too agreeable. Treats Leila like she is an object of wonderment… an icon rather than a real person.”

      Zachary nodded slowly. He’s seen his share of brown-nosers. He knew the feeling of not believing that anything that came out of the guy’s mouth was his real opinion or belief. It was all just intended to make him look good in front of the boss—or father.

      “How long have they been together? Just a couple of weeks?”

      “Yes. But you don’t understand the level of the relationship between them. It’s like… something out of an old movie. Instant attraction. Like the moment they saw each other, their lives were inextricably intertwined. You have no idea what it’s like to see your daughter fall so thoroughly for a man. There’s no way to make her see him as he really is. He’s her hero, her soulmate, the other half that she has spent her life looking for.”

      “Infatuation?”

      “Yes… but more. Honestly. It is like the man read her secret journal and made himself in the image of the Prince Charming she has always imagined.”

      “Does she have a secret journal?”

      “No,” Roger frowned, irritated. “That was just a turn of speech. I don’t know if she keeps a journal. I would never go through her things looking for one.”

      Zachary nodded. “Sorry, just trying to get a clear picture. I think I understand what you are saying. But I could use some actual concrete examples. What you’ve seen or heard. Then I can look into the guy, see if he is anything like the man he is pretending to be.”

      Roger nodded, looking relieved. “Of course. You believe me, then? You don’t think I’m just being an alarmist?”

      “I’m going to work on the assumption that you are not. I’m going to work on the belief that you have seen something in this guy that she has not. You are more mature, more experienced. You have dealt with hundreds more people and relationships than she has. She does not have an unbiased view of him.”

      “Exactly. Leila went head over heels for him right from the start. So of course I could not say anything bad about him. If I did… I wouldn’t want to push her right into his arms.” He smiled wryly. “She’s already spending enough time there.”

      “So, what has he said that you have doubts about?”

      “The whole chance meeting, to start with. I’m supposed to believe that he just happened by at the very instant she needed help?”

      “It can happen. What did she need help with? Where did they meet?”

      “On campus. He is a student too. Leila was attacked. Or, maybe that is overstating it. She was… accosted. Propositioned. Threatened. But she came to no physical harm.”

      “And Barrows came along to save her.”

      Roger nodded. He turned his face to look directly at Zachary. “That’s weird, right? Isn’t it… just like something out of a book or a movie? A ‘meet-cute’ is, I think, what they call it.”

      “I mean, it could have happened that way. But I’m not sure I would believe that he was her white knight based only on that occasion. It’s possible that it was staged.”

      “Yeah.” Roger rubbed his stubble-free chin. “It could be true. It just seems contrived.”

      “Did they call the police? Report this… assault?”

      “Well, he never did anything to hurt Leila. Do you think the police would have paid any attention to it? They wouldn’t, would they? A guy spoke to her. Got in her space. Was a bit too free with his attentions and scared her. He might just have been a socially awkward student. Someone who doesn’t recognize boundaries.”

      “Yes,” Zachary admitted. “If he never actually harmed her, it would be pretty hard to get them to look at it. Some threats uttered… they might warn him to back off and just let it go.”

      “So the guy just fades into the background. Maybe he was one of Barrows’s friends, maybe not. Leila probably never sees him again. And they’ve got this great story to tell friends. This guy who saved her, and she fell in love with him.”

      “And is that it? Is that the only thing that sets off your alarm bells?”

      Roger looked at Zachary and then back out at the scenery again.

      “They have everything in common. He likes symphony and ballroom dancing. They attended the same summer camp, but in different years. He hates onions. They both want three kids. The list goes on. He has a few interests of his own, but they are all compatible with hers. He likes to work on cars. He’s working on a blue VW that is her dream car. He gives blood. He has a little sister that he wants to grow up to be just like Leila.”

      Zachary ran his hand over his buzzed-short hair. “And nothing objectionable? He doesn’t like motocross or wrestling? Heavy metal music? Too much salt on his fries?”

      Roger shook his head. “No. Nothing. He is apparently perfect in every way. And not only is there nothing about him that she doesn’t like, but there’s nothing that Agnes or I don’t like either. He picks her up at the door, not at the curb. He brings her home before curfew. They don’t sit out in the car necking. He calls us mister and missus. I mean…” Roger shook his head. “He’s too perfect, right? There isn’t anyone who is really that perfect for anyone? And for her parents.”

      “It does give me some bad vibes,” Zachary admitted. “Have you said anything to her about it? To your wife?”

      “No. What am I going to say, that I think he’s too perfect? Neither one of them will accept that. They’ll both think I’ve lost my mind. Or that I am just being the jealous father that I don’t want to be. I’m trying to be reasonable here, to do what a normal concerned father would do without stepping over the line. Do you think it’s crossing the line to hire a private investigator? I mean, look who I’m asking, but do you think so?”

      Zachary shook his head. “No… I think it’s normal to want to know what he is hiding. It doesn’t sound like a normal relationship. It sounds like a mask, like he’s hiding who he really is. Is there anything he might have said or done to make you think he’s using a false identity? A slip-up with his name or backstory? Have you seen his identification?”

      “Couldn’t figure out how to get a look at it without looking suspicious. You can’t just ask a guy to show you his identification. Or to steal his wallet. Kids these days hardly ever even take their wallets out. Everything is on their phones. The wallet just stays in his back pocket.”

      “And you don’t know if Leila has ever seen it?”

      “No. Not sure how I could ask without raising her suspicions. But I assume that if she saw it and it was in a different name than he had given her, she would say something about it. Maybe she would sit on it for a day or two, but then she would ask us what we thought about it. Whether we thought his explanation made any sense.”

      “Okay. What information do you have about him that I can use to start with? Aaron Barrows. Does he live in Roxboro? Is he the same age as Leila?”

      “Looks to be around her age. She’s twenty. I wouldn’t think he’s any younger. Maybe a year or two older, but not noticeably… mature. They’re both enrolled at the community college. I don’t know his address, but I believe he lives at home with his parents, just like Leila. Or that’s the story, anyway.”

      “Okay. Do you know his parents’ names?”

      “No. Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I doubt if Aaron Barrows is a very common name. We’ll get started with some basic searches and nail down his address and residence. Then we can go from there, depending on what information we find. Do you know any of his friends? Anyone he hangs out with?”

      “No, no one I know of while Leila has been with him. They seem like they’re always together, but they don’t seem to double-date much. I thought kids today always did group dates, but apparently not.”

      “A superhero like that, you would think he would have a lot of friends.”

      Roger frowned. “Yeah, you would, wouldn’t you?”

      “What does he drive?”

      “Dark sedan. I never had occasion to stand behind it to get the license plate. And I’m trash at recognizing car models. Afraid I’m not much help to you there.”

      “Do you know what he’s taking at school?”

      “Uh… no. Maybe accounting. I really don’t know. They don’t share any classes. Leila is mostly doing general studies right now, figuring out what she wants to do with herself.” Roger stared out at traffic and let out a long sigh. “Thank you for looking into this for me. You have the instructions for me to send you the initial deposit?”

      Zachary pulled out his phone and opened his POS app. “If you are comfortable using your credit card, you can just tap here. If you need wire transfer instructions or my mailing address…”

      “Credit card is fine.” Roger pulled out his wallet and removed a black credit card. He tapped it on Zachary’s phone, and it dinged. Zachary checked the screen.

      “Got it. Thank you. I’ll get started on some preliminaries today, but things like police check and court records can take a few days, so I won’t have an answer for you immediately. I will let you know immediately if I find anything that suggests Leila might be in danger.”

      “I would appreciate that.” Roger straightened to his full height, looking more relaxed than he had since he drove up. “This means a lot to me. I didn’t know what to expect. This is the first time that I’ve put it all into words and… I didn’t know how ridiculous it might sound to an outsider.”

      “I can understand your concern. Hopefully, nothing too serious will show up on the searches. Just a kid lying and brown-nosing in the hopes that it will get him in a better position with his new girlfriend.”
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      Zachary pondered the situation on his drive home. Driving always put him in a sort of a “Zen” state. It was the one time his brain was always clear and he could focus on his questions or put everything aside.

      He’d had a lot on his mind lately and was glad for the new case. It would be interesting to see what his searches turned up, but it wouldn’t cause him any personal trouble. The perfect distraction.

      The drive home was too short, and he was a little disappointed to get back to Kenzie’s house so quickly. Not that he didn’t want to be there or to be with her; he just wanted some more time to himself. Everything was clicking into place, and he didn’t want to deal with the relationship, paperwork, or the memories and emotions that kept rising to the surface since his stay at Turning Trail.

      He wasn’t sure whether Kenzie would be home from the medical examiner’s office yet, but after he had locked the car doors and checked them twice, Kenzie opened the front door as he walked up the sidewalk. She had obviously been keeping an eye out for him. Her dark curls surrounded her face, which Zachary thought a little pale. She had recently reapplied her bright red lipstick.

      “Hi.” Zachary gave those red lips a quick peck in greeting. “How was your day?”

      “Nothing too exciting.” They walked into the house together and Zachary re-armed the burglar alarm. “Have you heard from Tyrrell lately?”

      Zachary had texted with his younger brother a couple of times since getting back from the rehab facility, but they hadn’t talked on the phone or seen each other face-to-face since Zachary had been released from the hospital.

      “Uh… we’ve messaged. Why? Is something wrong?”

      “He’s asked for time off from the foundation. I just wanted to make sure… everything is okay with him.”

      “As far as I know.” Zachary’s stomach knotted. “Do you think it is a red flag? That he has fallen off the wagon?”

      “I don’t think so. In the past, he’s just disappeared. He hasn’t made plans ahead of time to be away. Making plans for vacation sounds like sober behavior. I just… wondered.”

      “I’ll ask him. Maybe he’s just tired. Wants some time off before the weather turns cold.”

      “Maybe.” Kenzie sounded doubtful.

      “I’m sure it isn’t anything to be worried about.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      Then why were they discussing it?

      They walked together to the kitchen. Zachary frowned, thinking about Tyrrell.

      Why shouldn’t he take a vacation? Why did they immediately have to jump to the conclusion that he was trying to hide something or was planning to go on a binge? He’d been doing really well at the foundation and it had been a long time since his last slip. Not only that, but with Robbie spending time with Tyrrell most evenings to chat and watch the games on TV, there was someone keeping an eye on things. Robbie would surely have noticed if Tyrrell had started to drink again. They had all talked about Tyrrell’s history, and Robbie would know that it was serious if Tyrrell started up again.

      “It’s probably nothing,” Kenzie said again. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up. I should mind my own business.”

      “Tyrrell is family, he is our business. I’ll talk to him later… maybe to Robbie too, see if he has any concerns. It’s probably nothing, but I’d rather be sure. Maybe he is just taking care of himself, making sure he takes a break and doesn’t burn out.”

      “Yes,” Kenzie agreed. “We should see it as a positive step, not something negative.”

      Zachary nodded. He looked around the kitchen. Kenzie had already started on dinner. Zachary could set the table and throw together a salad.

      “I got this,” he motioned in the direction of the table. “Do you need anything else?”

      “No. That would be great. It’s nothing fancy today. I thought I would get a head start.”

      “Smells good, whatever it is.”

      Kenzie nodded. “Yeah. I hope it isn’t too spicy.”

      “As long as it isn’t like that Mama Rosa’s, we should be okay.”

      Zachary enjoyed the spicy Mexican food whenever Kenzie ordered it, but at the same time, he couldn’t eat it without tears and always felt the consequences later.

      Kenzie chuckled. “No, I don’t think it is anything that will reach ‘nuclear’ level.”

      They worked side by side.

      “So did you pick up a new client?” Kenzie asked.

      “Actually, yes. Interesting case. Father wants a background check on his daughter’s new boyfriend.”

      “Oh, really? You don’t think that’s a bit of an overreach?”

      “It would depend on the circumstances. There are times when you would want to have someone checked out, aren’t there? If you had concerns about your child’s date, you would want to check him out, wouldn’t you?”

      “Well…” Kenzie considered. She stirred a pot on the stove. “Of course there might be circumstances when it would be advisable. But in the normal course of events… I don’t think it is a good idea to interfere with your kid’s relationship choices.”

      It was a good thing Kenzie’s parents hadn’t felt the need to police her choice of a companion. Zachary didn’t exactly have a pristine background. He didn’t hide his history and the fact that he had been arrested more than once before, almost always due to his PI activities. Some cops did not like a private eye getting anywhere near their cases and would do anything to get him out of the way, including trumping up charges of obstruction. There had been minor cases of trespassing that had come as a result of surveillance.

      It was all academic. Minor stuff. Everyone knew he wasn’t a criminal, even the cops who wouldn’t have anything to do with him.

      Zachary focused on dicing a tomato without nicking his fingers.

      “So what did this boyfriend do that was so suspicious?” Kenzie asked. “Does he have a criminal history? Is he abusive or a drug user?”

      “No, nothing that the client was aware of. That’s why he wanted to do a background check.”

      “Because he didn’t do anything suspicious?”

      “Well… yes. Because he didn’t trust that the guy was completely up front about who he is. On the surface, he appears to be perfect. A great match for his daughter, student at the college. But people put on a front. Lie about who and what they are.”

      “Sure,” Kenzie acknowledged. “Of course, everyone wants to show themselves in the best light. They… pad their resumes.”

      “Yeah. So Dad just wants to look into it. See what the boyfriend is lying about and what the truth is.”

      “He had reason to believe that the guy is lying?”

      Zachary wasn’t sure he wanted to use the “too perfect” line or to explain to Kenzie how he had rescued the girl from a potential attacker in a possibly staged setup. Because they had no evidence yet that he wasn’t exactly what he pretended to be.

      “He has his reasons. Anyway, it won’t be a big intrusion on this guy’s privacy. Just some basic background. Make sure he’s no Ted Bundy.”

      “Ted Bundy. Really. That’s who you’re comparing this guy to? Based on what?”

      “I was making a joke. Exaggerating.”

      Kenzie looked at him, brow raised.

      “Because he picked up a college girl?” Zachary suggested. “Maybe that’s why he came to mind. He seems like a nice guy, like Bundy. But there’s no evidence that he’s a serial killer.” He gave her a teasing smile. “Not yet.”

      “Well, he’d better not be a serial killer. You don’t want to be working with one of those.”

      “I wouldn’t be working with him. I would be exposing him,” Zachary pointed out.

      “I’m not sure I want you doing that, either. I don’t want him coming after you. We’ve dealt with enough violence in past cases.”

      Zachary watched his knife as he started to slice a pepper into long, thin strips. He couldn’t help his mind going back to Archuro.

      To his knife.

      To the things that he had done.

      Zachary had been trapped by the sadistic serial killer, helpless and unable to move, listening to all of the things he had planned to do to Zachary both before and after death. He had thought it was the end of the line. A long and messy end.

      Zachary took deep breaths, trying to remain anchored in time and space, focused on the sights, sounds, and smells of the present.

      “Zachary?”

      He nodded to Kenzie in response, unable to raise his voice. He licked his lips and tried to think of how to connect with her. But she seemed far away, and Archuro much closer, even though the man was incarcerated, hopefully for the rest of his life, in a high-security facility. He would never see freedom again.

      Kenzie poured a glass of water from the pitcher Zachary had set on the table and placed it in front of him. Zachary put down the knife and picked it up. The water was cold and restorative, helping to bring him back to the present.

      “You okay?” Kenzie asked quietly.

      Zachary nodded. “Sure. Yeah. Thanks.”

      She didn’t ask him where he had gone or what had triggered the flashback. She had a pretty good idea. Bantering about serial killers was not the best idea, given Zachary’s history with Archuro.

      Kenzie turned off the burners and began transferring the garlicky, spice-laden sauce and other dishes into serving bowls. Zachary decided against green onions in the salad and tossed it with the vegetables he had already chopped.

      “Well, I hope it turns out this guy is an upstanding citizen,” Kenzie declared. “And that there is no reason for the father to interfere with the relationship. What would he do if you found out something negative about him? Would he tell her she had to dump him? Is she still living at home?”

      “I don’t know how he would approach it. That would be up to him. I wouldn’t be involved in that.”

      “But you are involved already, by accepting the job.”

      “That doesn’t mean I have to say anything to her. That would be up to her father. He’s the one who is concerned and hopefully knows her well enough to explain to her why he doesn’t think she should keep seeing him. If it turns out that I do find out something really bad.”

      “And probably you don’t. Probably this is just an overprotective dad.”

      “Exactly. Either way, I’m doing her a favor. Either finding out that he is wrong and she never even knows that he had a background check done, or finding out that he is right and there is some reason she should stop seeing him for her own protection.”

      “At least you’re the good guy in all of this.”

      “That’s right.”

      Kenzie transferred sauce, chickpeas, and pasta to the table. Zachary wasn’t so sure of the chickpeas. He would eat them if he had to, but he’d never been a big fan. Kenzie didn’t usually push him to eat weird things. She just encouraged him and let him make his own choice.

      “I kept everything separate so you can choose what you want and don’t want,” Kenzie pointed out.

      “Okay. So you don’t care if I skip the… beans? Peas?”

      “No, it’s fine. But you like them okay in Indian food. Curry.”

      “Yeah.” Zachary considered them. “But that’s not pasta.”

      “No, it’s not,” Kenzie agreed with a laugh. She retrieved a couple of bottles of salad dressing from the fridge and placed them on the table. “You could put them on top of your salad. People do that, too. Put chickpeas in salads.”

      “People might…” Zachary agreed.

      “But you don’t?”

      He grinned.
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      After helping to clean up after dinner, Zachary decided to give Tyrrell a call to make sure that everything was okay. He sat down on the couch where he usually worked, but before dialing Tyrrell, decided that he might want somewhere more private, in case Tyrrell decided to confess a problem. Tyrrell might not want Kenzie listening in on the details.

      Zachary could call instead from the bedroom or Kenzie’s home office. Either would do; he could just shut the door, and Kenzie would know not to interrupt him. He went to the office, but didn’t want to sit down, and there was not a lot of room to pace in the small bedroom. There was more room in the master bedroom. Even though he thought of it as Kenzie’s space, she wouldn’t mind if he used it for a phone call. She could relax in front of the TV or do some work in the office.

      But as Zachary tried to compose a script for the call in his head as he paced back and forth across the bedroom, he knew he was going about it the wrong way. This was not a conversation that should happen over the phone. He needed to see Tyrrell’s facial expression and body language, not just hear his voice. He needed the whole package to be able to judge whether Tyrrell was telling him the truth. He and Kenzie had been fooled by Tyrrell’s denials before. Zachary would be a lot more skeptical this time. He would not rest until he knew for sure that Tyrrell was telling him the truth.

      He left the bedroom again. Kenzie was settling down on the couch to watch something on TV and looked up at him in surprise. “You couldn’t reach him?”

      “I need to go over there.”

      She looked concerned. “What did he say? Is everything okay?”

      “No—I didn’t get him. I didn’t try yet. I just decided that I can’t do this over the phone. I need to see him face-to-face.”

      “Oh,” she relaxed a little, nodding, “that makes sense. Are you going to call ahead to make sure he’s home, or just…?”

      “I’m just going to go over there. If he’s drinking, he’s just going to tell me not to come over. He’ll dodge me and make sure that he’s sober the next time we see each other.”

      “Okay. You don’t want me to come along, do you?”

      “No. Unless you want to. But… no, it should probably be just me. A lot harder if he has to talk about it in front of someone else.”

      Kenzie nodded and picked up the TV remote. “I will stay out of the way, then. I didn’t think you needed me, but I would come if you wanted someone else there. Sometimes you want the numbers on your side. More than one person to say, ‘We’re concerned.’”

      Zachary considered this, then shook his head. “No, that’s okay. Thanks.”

      “I’ll see you when you get back, then.”

      She waved and didn’t try to keep him. Zachary appreciated her efforts to stay out of the way and not get in the middle of things. Especially since she was, effectively, Tyrrell’s employer, and his sobriety or lack thereof would have an impact on the foundation. She was the one who had suggested him for the position, and it might reflect badly on her if Tyrrell crashed and burned. Her parents and Hillary, who ran the office, had known about Tyrrell’s history and had promised to help him rather than just firing him if he fell off the wagon, but they might feel differently when it really happened and they had to make the best possible decision for the foundation. Other people might not be so inclined to let Zachary deal with his own family issues and might be full of advice as to how he should handle them.

      Zachary’s mind was racing like a hamster in a wheel all the way to Tyrrell’s apartment, worrying over what he was going to say and how Tyrrell would respond. He was not an expert in addiction or its treatment. If he’d learned one thing from his stay at Turning Trail, it was that people could stay stuck in the cycle of addiction for years. For a whole lifetime. He didn’t want to see Tyrrell go through another cycle of binging and rehab. He desperately wanted him to stay sober. But chances were, sooner or later, he would slip again. Zachary could only hope that if he knew about it right away, and was there for his brother, Tyrrell would be able to return faster and not be sucked back down to the level he had been before, living in his car or on the street, caring about nothing but his next drink.

      Zachary pulled into the parking lot of the building that was so familiar to him. It had been his own apartment before he had moved in with Kenzie. He had still been renting it when Tyrrell had come out of treatment, and had offered it to him to help him get back on his feet.

      A couple of minutes later, he was knocking on Tyrrell’s door. The noise from the TV, which had been emanating from the apartment, suddenly ceased. There were voices, and after a pause, the door was opened by Tyrrell. He looked at Zachary questioningly.

      “Hey, bro. What’s going on? Is everything okay?” His dark eyes were concerned.

      “Yeah, I just thought I’d stop in. Unless I’m interrupting something…?”

      “No, no problem. Come on in. Just me and Robbie watching the game.”

      He opened the door wider for Zachary to enter. Zachary walked into the living room and glanced at the TV, trying to think of a comment to make about the football game. He wasn’t a sports fan himself and would not be able to sustain a conversation about it for long.

      Instead, he nodded at Robbie, who was sitting on the couch with a soft drink bottle. They had seen each other enough times that Robbie no longer attempted to hide the ugly, jagged scars that covered his face, the result of being shot when he was a teenager. They were comfortable with each other now. Zachary had his scars and Robbie had his.

      Zachary had washed the concealer from his face, so his black eyes were visible once more. Tyrrell had seen him at the hospital and had no doubt told Robbie all about them.

      Tyrrell followed Zachary into the room. “Have a seat. You want a drink?”

      “I’ll get my own,” Zachary offered, going immediately to the fridge before Tyrrell could insist that he play host. There were only soft drinks in the fridge. No evidence of alcohol. It was good, but it might just mean that Tyrrell was taking care to hide his drinking, as he had before. Zachary helped himself to a root beer and returned to the living room.

      “So, what’s up?” Tyrrell asked, choosing the easy chair. “You’re looking a bit better than the last time I saw you.”

      “Well… that’s not hard.”

      “No,” Tyrrell laughed. He turned to Robbie. “I told you how bad he looked. Looked like he’d gone ten rounds with Iron Mike. Says he ran into a wall.”

      “I’ve met some of those walls,” Robbie quipped.

      “It was a wall,” Zachary protested. “But I did have some help. I didn’t exactly run into it by myself.”

      Tyrrell chuckled. “It’s looking a lot better now. Glad to see it is healing.”

      “Yeah, me too. I’ll be glad when I don’t get that scowl every time Kenzie looks at me.”

      “She wasn’t happy with you going undercover in the first place.”

      Zachary grimaced. “No. But I did solve the case and save a life. That should count for something.”

      “Somehow, I don’t see Kenzie giving you that one.”

      “No,” Zachary agreed. He pretended to be watching the football game. “So, Kenzie said you are taking some time off. You going on a vacation?”

      Tyrrell looked at Robbie. “Well, not exactly a holiday, but some time off. I wanted to be there when Robbie has his surgery. Help out with anything…”

      “I don’t need a nurse,” Robbie told him. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Yeah, but it’s a lot more fun if we can just kick back and relax. Watch some movies.” Tyrrell looked back at Zachary’s face. “Maybe the Rocky movies. I can get you what you need, and you can just take it easy and not worry about popping any stitches.”

      “I’m not going to pop any stitches.” Robbie gestured to his face. “It’s not like a hernia surgery where you can’t pick anything up. Ask Zachary.”

      Tyrrell shook his head. “What would Zachary know about it?”

      Robbie tilted his head slightly. “He had skin grafts. Right?”

      Zachary nodded. “Yeah, after the… after the fire. I had a few grafts. I still have scars, but they did a pretty good job of the ones on my face. The ones that would be most obvious. And the ones that were the worst.”

      He had been ten. He had curled up under the couch during the fire, arms over his face, trying to form a pocket of breathable air. His arms and back had taken the worst damage, and he could still vividly remember the debridement and grafts.

      “You don’t have to worry about popping stitches, right?” Robbie persisted.

      “No sports or anything rough, but you don’t have to lie in bed. You have to keep out of the sun, put cream on it, and all that. They’ll tell you what to do.”

      “I’m not going to need a babysitter.”

      “Well, I need a break,” Tyrrell decided. “So I’m going to take the time off and relax for a couple of weeks. And if I happen to visit you at the hospital, you’re not going to kick me out, are you?”

      “No, I’m not gonna kick you out,” Robbie grumbled.

      Tyrrell grinned at Zachary. “He’s such a tough guy, isn’t he? Tough guy doesn’t need anything.”

      “Well, everyone can use some help now and then,” Zachary offered.

      Robbie shook his head adamantly. “I can take care of myself. I don’t need anything from anyone.”

      When he had been shot in the face, the incident that left him with the ragged starburst of scars that covered most of his face, he had not been able to take care of himself. He had nearly died and had needed a good deal of medical care for years afterward. Maybe this was his demonstration that his mental wounds had healed. He had gotten out of that life and depended on no one.
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