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      Recker was sitting on the bench in the park, waiting for his girlfriend to arrive. It was a beautiful, sunny day. He watched a few kids run by him, parents pushing their children in strollers, and a few people running by as they jogged. It was one of those moments where he let doubt creep into his mind about what he did. One of those times when maybe he wanted a more normal life. Those thoughts were quickly erased once he saw Mia walking toward him.

      Recker stood up, giving his girlfriend a kiss as she got near him. She had a bag in hand, and handed him a sandwich as she sat down.

      “Nothing like a beautiful day in the park having lunch.”

      Recker looked up at the sky. “Yeah, it’s a peaceful feeling, isn’t it?”

      “So how are things at work?”

      “Oh, you know, the usual.”

      “Anything pressing?”

      Recker stopped chewing on his sandwich for a second. She rarely asked about his work. And when she did, she never asked if anything was pressing. But, he let it go and continued chewing.

      “No, nothing too pressing. Why?”

      “Oh, no reason. Just wondering.”

      Recker nodded, knowing there was a reason. But he was willing to wait for what it was. They continued with some small talk, along with eating, for a little while longer.

      “Days like this make me not want to go back to work,” Mia said.

      “This kind of weather will make you want to skip work for sure.”

      “So how’s David?”

      Recker froze for a second, then slightly turned his head toward her to look at her for a second. He knew something was coming. He didn’t know what. But something was coming.

      “Uh, David’s fine. You did just see him two or three days ago.”

      “Yeah, but that was at the office. I didn’t know if anything had come up since then to stress him out or anything.”

      “Things are always stressing him out. You know that.”

      “Yeah. Right. What about Chris?”

      Now Recker turned his head fully to stare at her.

      Mia looked at him, as well, feeling his stare. “What?”

      “We just had dinner with him last night. You know how he is.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Mia chuckled. “That’s right. I forgot.”

      “Stressful day for you?”

      “Hmm? What?”

      “You seem kind of forgetful at the moment. Or preoccupied. Everything good?”

      “Oh. Yeah. I mean, mostly. For the most part. I guess.”

      Recker turned his head in the opposite direction, scratching the back of his head. He had a smirk on his face, knowing Mia had something on her mind that she didn’t want to reveal. At least not yet. Instead of letting her twist in the wind for a while, Recker thought he’d help move things along.

      “So what’d you wanna ask me?”

      “Huh? What do you mean?”

      “There’s clearly something on your mind,” Recker said. “Why don’t you just come out with it?”

      “There’s nothing really on my mind.”

      “Really?”

      She finished off her sandwich and shook her head. “Nope.”

      Recker waved his hand in the air. “OK.”

      “Well, I guess maybe there is something.”

      Recker let out a laugh as he looked at the ground. “You don’t have to be that secretive about it. Just come out with it.”

      “It’s kind of about work, and kind of not. It’s… and I really don’t even want to bother you with it, except it’s… it’s this kind of thing that’s…”

      Recker smiled and put his hand on her knee. “Mia, it’s fine. Talk to me. What’s going on?”

      “There’s this security guard at the hospital. His name is Frank. He’s been there a long time. He’s probably close to retirement, I think. Another year or two, I’d imagine. Anyway, he’s always there. I don’t ever remember not seeing him. You know, unless he had a day off or something.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Anyway, he hasn’t shown up to work for a few days. It’s going around the hospital.”

      “What is?” Recker asked.

      “Rumors. About what’s going on.”

      “Which is what?”

      “That’s the thing. Nobody knows.”

      “Maybe he’s got things going on. Called out for a few days.”

      Mia shook her head. “He hasn’t, though. I was talking to one of the other guards yesterday, and nobody there knows anything either. But he said Frank didn’t call out. He just stopped showing up.”

      “I’m sure there’s a reason.”

      “That’s the reason we’re afraid of.”

      “What?”

      “We’re afraid something happened to him.”

      “Such as?” Recker asked.

      Mia shrugged. “I don’t know. Whatever happens to people. You probably have more experience with that than me.”

      “Anybody tried calling him?”

      “Of course. Doesn’t answer his phone. Someone even went to his apartment to check on him. No answer.”

      Recker rubbed his nose as he tried to think of an alternative answer. He didn’t have one at the moment.

      “This isn’t some young kid who’s getting pulled in ten different directions with life choices. We’re talking about a guy in his late sixties. All he had was his work. The people at the hospital were like a second family to him. He wouldn’t just blow it off.”

      “You’re sure of that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe he had a medical emergency and got admitted to a different hospital.”

      Mia shook her head. “No. That’s not it. I’m sure of it.”

      “So you think something happened to him?”

      “I don’t know what to think. I don’t want to think that.”

      “Is this your way of asking me to look into this?”

      Mia sheepishly smiled. “Well, I mean, if you’re not busy or anything and you have the time. I don’t want to force you or anything, and you certainly don’t have to. But…”

      “Mia, it’s fine. I’ve got the time. If it’s important to you, I can look into it.”

      She leaned over and kissed him. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll probably need everything you know about him. As much as you can.”

      “I was thinking maybe you could talk to his supervisor at work? He’s got all that.”

      “OK. I guess I can do that.”

      “Do you have time now?”

      Recker raised an eyebrow. “Mia, did you already tell this person that I would talk to him?”

      “What? No! No, definitely not. No way. I wouldn’t do that, especially without knowing exactly what else you were involved with at the moment.”

      “Maybe implied?”

      “Well, you know, I just said that maybe you’d be available. Just maybe. No guarantees or promises or anything. I just kind of… mentioned that you might be… available?”

      Mia crinkled her nose as she said it, hoping that her boyfriend wouldn’t be mad. But Recker couldn’t help but smile.

      “Does this guy know anything about me?” Recker asked.

      “No. I just told him that you worked in private security and that your team specialized in things like this. That’s all.”

      Recker took a deep breath. “OK. I’ll go talk to this guy.”

      “Oh, thank you!”

      She almost jumped on top of him to give him a hug.

      “Do you think the guys would mind you looking in on this?”

      Recker shook his head. “These are the things that we do. And when it comes to people we know, that’s something that goes to the top of the list. You know they won’t.”

      “I don’t know why I was nervous about asking you.”

      “I don’t know either. You know I’ve always been willing to help anyone that had a problem. Especially if it’s you.”

      “I guess I just didn’t want to drag you away from something important.”

      “This is important. If this guy went missing, we need to figure out why. And we will. Promise.”
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      On the way back to the hospital, Mia called Frank’s supervisor, letting him know when they were going to get there. He agreed to meet them in the cafeteria when they arrived. When Recker and Mia got there, she spotted the man and pointed him out. They walked over to the table and sat down across from him.

      “Hi, Joe,” Mia said.

      “Hey. Thanks for coming.”

      “This is Mike.”

      Recker and Joe shook hands.

      “So you’re in security too, huh?”

      Recker smirked. “In a way.”

      “Thanks for looking into this for us. We really appreciate it.”

      “What can you tell me about Frank? Mia went over the basics, but did you notice anything different about him lately? Anything bothering him? Acting unusual?”

      Joe shook his head and lifted his hands up emphatically. “No! No, not at all. That’s what’s so crazy about this. He seemed normal. Just like he always is.”

      “How long has he actually been missing?”

      “Well, he hasn’t shown up for his last four shifts. And he had one day off in the middle of them. So it’s been about five days now. It’s totally unlike him. I don’t know if Mia mentioned it, but the guy hasn’t missed a day of work in ten years. Even last year, he had the flu for a few days. He came right in on time. Of course, I sent him home early to get better and all, but that’s the kind of guy Frank is. He comes in, sick or not, no matter what. Nothing slows him down. That’s why it’s so alarming that he just no-shows like this. It’s not like him.”

      “What about the police?” Recker asked. “Contact them?”

      “Yeah, after about three days. They said they’d look in on it and all, but I contacted them this morning, just to get an update on their progress.”

      “And?”

      “Didn’t have any progress to report. Said they checked his place, found no signs of struggle. Doesn’t look like he’d been there in a few days. They don’t know. They’ll keep looking, so they say, but we both know how that goes. Other cases come up, things with no leads get shoved to the background, and before you know it, a year will go by or something. I don’t want Frank to get lost. He’s a good man. He deserves better than just a file at the bottom of someone’s desk.”

      Recker nodded, understanding the concern. “What about family?”

      “None, really. Frank’s wife died close to ten years ago. As a matter of fact, that might have been when he last took a day off that wasn’t scheduled. Maybe that’s why he’s been so dedicated. The job, the people here, it’s really all he’s got. It’s like a family to him.”

      “What about kids?”

      “I know he had a daughter. He doesn’t talk much about her, though. She’s grown, married, moved out to California, I think. I know he doesn’t see her much, or if he does at all. Whether they’re close or not, my instincts say no, but I’m not sure.”

      “Why do you not think they’re close?”

      “Like I said, never talked about her much. Maybe in passing here or there, but you know, most parents talk about the achievements of their kids, what they’re up to, grandkids, stuff like that. But Frank never really did. In the last year, I think he might have mentioned his daughter once or twice. That’s it. Just seemed to me that they weren’t close. But I could be wrong on that. It was just an impression.”

      “I can check on that. No problems with anyone here or anything?”

      “Nah. Everybody loved Frank. He always made it a point to talk to people here. Get to know them. Even if he only saw them once a month. The younger people working here always loved seeing him. He was like a second dad or grandfather, you know? An easy-going guy you could talk to, even if you didn’t know him all that well.”

      “So not an enemy in the world?”

      “Pfft. I don’t know who it could be, if he had one. If you didn’t like Frank, there’s something wrong with you. Ain’t no other way around it. He’s as good a guy as there is.”

      “OK. I’ll need everything you have on him. Address, phone number, anyone he hung out with outside of work, email, everything you got.”

      “Already figured you would,” Joe said. He reached into his shirt pocket and removed a folded piece of paper. He unfolded it and handed it to Recker. “I anticipated the question. This is everything I know about him.”

      Recker read what was on it and was satisfied. It had the basics that he needed. It would be enough to get started.

      “Was he dealing with any medical problems that you know of?”

      “Never mentioned anything,” Joe answered. “Never saw him taking any pills either. If he was on something, he never let on.”

      Recker let out a sigh as he rubbed his forehead, continuing to look at the paper in front of him. It certainly didn’t add up. Why would a guy who seemed to be universally loved wind up disappearing? Unless he was in one of those wrong place, wrong time types of deals.

      One thing that did get Recker’s attention was Frank’s address. He’d been there before. Not at Frank’s specific apartment, but he’d been in that area. It wasn’t noted as one of the best. Recker wondered if maybe Frank had gotten caught up in something. Something he obviously wasn’t supposed to. But then again, considering everything he’d been told so far, it didn’t seem like Frank would be the type of guy who’d get mixed up in something, unless it was an accident. But, at this point, everything was pure speculation. Oftentimes, that didn’t add up to much.

      They continued talking for a little while longer, with Recker trying to get as much information as he could on Frank. Everyone had their own little quirks and idiosyncrasies. Maybe one of them would give Recker a clue on what happened. But once Recker had everything Joe could give him, it was time to go to work.

      “I guess that’s it, huh?”

      “For now,” Recker replied.

      “Will you keep me updated?”

      “I can do that.”

      Recker took a business card out of his pocket and handed it to Joe. It was a plain white card with a phone number on it.

      “What’s this?”

      “If you have anything else, something you forgot, something you find out, you call me there.”

      “Don’t like to advertise much, huh?”

      Recker grinned. “We like to operate on a… smaller scale.”

      “Yeah, so, I guess that’s it?” Joe stood up and shook Recker’s hand. “I really appreciate you looking into this.”

      “Glad to do it. Hope we can find something.”

      Joe walked away from the table. Recker continued staring at the paper that he’d been given with all of Frank’s information on it.

      “What is it?” Mia asked. “You look troubled by something.”

      Recker glanced at her and shook his head. “No, it’s… not that. It’s nothing in particular. It’s just always troubling when someone mysteriously vanishes.”

      “You don’t think that…?”

      “Right now, I don’t think anything. And neither should you. Definitely don’t think the worst.”

      “What else can there be?”

      “There can be quite a bit,” Recker replied. “Maybe there was an emergency with his daughter in California. Maybe he fell and hit his head, was taken to a different hospital, and has temporary amnesia. There are all sorts of things.”

      “But none of them likely.”

      “Who’s to say what’s likely? All I’m saying is don’t lose hope. Until the light’s been extinguished, keep the fire burning.”

      “When did you get all psychological?”

      “It’s the new me.”

      Mia kissed him on the cheek. “I like it. But I gotta get back to work too. Do you need anything else?”

      “Nope. I’m good.”

      “All right. I’ll see you later tonight, then.”

      As soon as Mia left, Recker took out his phone to call Jones.

      “Hey, need you to start running some information down.”

      “Taking cases without me, are you?” Jones asked.

      “Sometimes I just hang a shingle out on the corner. Get whatever business I can. Especially when you don’t have anything.”

      “Should I just start creating problems out of thin air?”

      “Not necessary when I start getting the jobs for us.”

      “Indeed. And how did you catch this one?”

      “Security guard at the hospital Mia works. He’s gone missing. Mia’s pretty worried. Just talked to his boss, too. They’re all pretty shaken up about him.”

      “Oh. Well what do you have? I’ll get started on it.”

      Recker read off everything that was on the paper that Joe gave him.

      “That should be enough to work on,” Jones said. “I assume I’ll see you in a little bit?”

      “Not just yet. While I’m out, I figure I’ll head over to this guy’s apartment. See if I can dig something up. I’ll swing by Chris’ place and pick him up to give me some backup.”

      Jones’ ears perked up. “Backup? Are you already expecting trouble?”

      “Expecting? No. But Frank’s apartment isn’t exactly in the greatest of neighborhoods. I’d rather have him there just in case.”

      “Should I inform him you’re coming?”

      “No, you’ve already got your hands full. Just get started on all that other stuff.”

      “All right,” Jones said. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      Once Recker hung up, he immediately called his other partner.

      “Don’t tell me,” Haley said.

      “Don’t tell you what?”

      “You need me for something?”

      “Well, I mean, you don’t have to.”

      “This is my first day off of the week, you know.”

      “Oh. Um, well, like I said, you don’t have to. It shouldn’t take more than an hour or two.”

      Haley loudly sighed into the phone. “All right. What are we into?”

      “Just checking out an apartment.”

      “And I just got all lathered up, too.”

      Recker raised an eyebrow. “Uh, am I interrupting something?”

      “Well, I just got all lotioned up, laying outside in the courtyard with my speedo on. Working on my tan.”

      Recker was silent for a moment.

      “You still there?” Haley asked.

      “Yeah, I guess. I’m not sure what to say now.”

      Haley laughed. “You want a picture?”

      “No! Please tell me you’re joking.”

      “No, why would I be joking?”

      “Uh. I don’t know.” Recker shook his head, trying to jar the images out of his mind. “Now I lost my train of thought.”

      Haley continued laughing. “Good. That’s what you get.”

      “Say what?”

      “If I have to work on my day off, you get visions burned into your head that you can’t shake loose. Now we’re even.”

      Recker chuckled. “I’m not sure that’s a fair trade.”

      “Maybe not. But that’s your problem.”

      “You’re not really sitting there like that, are you?”

      “No, I’m just sitting here watching a show. Figured if I had to work, you’d get the worst end of it.”

      “You know, if you really want the time off, I can go alone. It’s no problem.”

      “No, it’s good,” Haley said. “I don’t really mind. David finally came up with something for us?”

      “No, this is from Mia. Security guard at her hospital’s gone missing. By all accounts, very out of character. Figured we had the time to check it out.”

      “Works for me.”

      “I’ll come by your place and pick you up.”

      “I’ll be ready. What do you think we got here?”

      “I don’t know,” Recker answered. “But one thing’s for sure, isn’t it? People don’t disappear for no reason. And I have a feeling when we find out the reason here, we won’t like what we find.”
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      Recker and Haley pulled into the parking lot of the apartment complex that Frank lived in. As soon as they found a spot, they observed a drug deal going down at the corner of the building. Right out in the open, not really a care in the world. Recker sighed. He’d been there before, so he knew there was quite a bit of criminal activity there, but it always made him shake his head when it was done so openly.

      Recker and Haley sat there for a few minutes, just observing their surroundings. Since they had been there before, they knew things could get hairy quickly. They had to be cautious. The residents there, and the whole area, really, didn’t take too kindly to strangers. If you weren’t known and were visiting there, people assumed you were either with the police, undercover, or were looking to start trouble. Either case could be troubling for Recker.

      “What’s his number again?” Haley asked.

      Recker looked at his phone. “B9.”

      Haley pointed to his right. “Over that way.”

      There were numerous buildings, but none of them were connected, though all were very close together. They observed a couple known gang members walk past one of the buildings.

      “This should be fun,” Haley said.

      Recker smirked. He knew his partner was being facetious, but there were very few things in their line of work they could call fun. This certainly wasn’t one of them.

      “We could just wait until after dark.”

      “I’m not sure it makes much difference,” Recker replied.

      “They can see us better in the daytime.”

      “But there will be more out and about after the sun goes down.”

      “That’s true.”

      They kept their eyes on the gang members until they disappeared out of sight. The coast was clear for the moment.

      “I say we go now,” Recker said.

      “Yeah, let’s do it.”

      They got out of their car and swiftly walked over to the B building. They kept turning their heads, looking for any sign of trouble as they walked over there. Thankfully, they reached it without a problem.

      Once inside, they instantly came across a man walking past them. He gave them a strange glance. They definitely looked out of place there. They kept moving, though, eventually passing a woman, who also looked at them curiously. No one said a word, though.

      They finally reached Frank’s apartment. They stood just outside the door. Just as Haley was about to fiddle with the lock, the neighboring apartment door opened. A middle-aged man stepped out.

      “What you guys doin’?”

      Recker turned his head. “What does it look like we’re doing? We’re going into this apartment.”

      “That don’t belong to you.”

      “We’re investigating something.”

      “Oh. You cops?”

      “Do we look like cops?”

      The man sized them up for a second. “Well, yeah, kind of.”

      “Well there you go.”

      “You got badges?”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Recker said. “We’re not here for you. Get back in your apartment and let us do this.”

      “All right, all right, just calm down there. Jeez, you’re just like the other guys.”

      “What other guys?”

      “Those other cops that were here. They didn’t want nothing to do with me either.”

      “Why should they?”

      The man shrugged. “Well, when you try and help them out with stuff, think you got information for them, and they just push you along cause they got better things to do, apparently, it gets a little off-putting, you know?”

      “You had information for them?”

      The man threw his hands up. “They didn’t wanna hear it. Just pushed me along, told me to get back inside, and never heard from them again. It’s just like everything else around here.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Recker asked.

      “Police, man. They always say they wanna help, get things cleaned up and all, but you never see or hear from them. People around here want the scum and riff-raffs out of here.” The man shrugged again. “But nothing ever changes.”

      “Maybe we can do something about that.”

      The man looked past Recker, seeing Haley on one knee, appearing like a burglar trying to pick the lock.

      “Why’s he doing that, man?”

      Recker looked back at his partner. “The other guys lost the key, if you can believe it.”

      The man put his hands up to his shoulders. “Man, I can believe just about anything. A lot of incompetence out there these days. In all professions. I guess it’s no different with you guys.”

      “Apparently so.”

      “I mean, I can get you in if you want.”

      “You got a key?”

      “Yeah.” He reached into his pocket.

      “Why do you have a key to Frank’s apartment?”

      “Me and Frank kind of looked after each other. Got to around here. Need someone to have your back, you know? And we had a lot in common. There was a twenty-something year age difference between us, but we liked a lot of the same things. He was good people.”

      “Why do you say ‘was’?”

      “He’s missing, ain’t he? Around here, we all know what that means. Especially with Frank. He wouldn’t just up and leave.”

      Recker pointed with his thumb toward the door. “Can you open that?”

      “On one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You let me go in there with you. I can let you know if something’s missing or ain’t right in there.”

      “You’ve been in there before?” Recker asked.

      “Oh yeah. Many times. One of the things we had in common was chess. We used to play each other two or three times a week.”

      Recker grinned and nodded. “Open it up. What’s your name, by the way?”

      “Jamar.”

      Haley got up and moved out of the way as Jamar stuck his key in and opened the door. Haley walked in first, followed by Recker. Jamar snuck in behind them.

      “Just don’t touch anything,” Recker said.

      As Haley started the search, Recker had more questions for their new friend.

      “You said you had information for the other cops that were here. What was it?”

      Jamar put his hand on his forehead and looked down. “I dunno, man. A couple days before Frank disappeared, I heard him talking to someone. Well, I say talking. It was more like yelling.”

      “Do you know who he was talking to?”

      Jamar shook his head. “No idea. And I don’t know if it was someone in his apartment or if he was on the phone, but it was loud. I mean, it was coming through my walls pretty good. Walls in these buildings ain’t too thick, you know?”

      “What did you hear?”

      Jamar grimaced. “Ah, you know, I don’t try to listen in to other people’s conversations, you know? But it was so loud, I couldn’t help but hear a few things. Frank kept saying something like, ‘I’ve always tried to help you’, or ‘I’ve done nothing but try to be there for you’, things like that. Kept repeating that over and over a few times. Really strange.”

      “And you don’t know who he was talking to?”

      “No idea.”

      “Didn’t ask him?”

      “Nah. Man’s personal things are his own business. Not for me to interfere or nothin’, unless he asks for an opinion or something, you know?”

      “I get it,” Recker said.

      “Like
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