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      The little family gathered around the dining room table was about as far from a traditional nuclear family as one could get. Lorne Peterson had been Zachary’s foster father for a few weeks when he was young, following the house fire that had been the last straw in the break-up of his biological family. But Zachary and Mr. Peterson had kept in touch, connected in part by a love of photography and his former foster father’s darkroom facilities.

      Mr. Peterson—Zachary tried, but could rarely bring himself to call him Lorne—had gone through his own family dissolution a few years later, when his wife had become aware of his alternative relationships. They had lost their certification to foster, and separation and divorce followed soon after.

      Zachary remembered the initial shock when he had stopped in to visit Mr. Peterson and get some film developed and he realized that Pat, the other man in the apartment, was not a neighbor who had stopped in for coffee, but Mr. Peterson’s partner. He had known that Mr. Peterson was seeing someone named Pat, but had mistakenly assumed that Pat was a woman. More than twenty years later, Lorne and Pat were still together, and society had changed enough that they were able to live together openly in the mainstream rather than keeping their relationship quiet.

      Pat was between Zachary and Mr. Peterson in age, still muscular and vital, though he was definitely looking more distinguished than he had in his twenties, gray creeping in at his temples and fine lines mapping his face. Mr. Peterson’s deeper wrinkles all pointed up, ready to burst into a sunrise when he smiled. He was losing his hair, and the fringe that was left was almost pure white. But even as his body got older, he remained energetic and young at heart.

      They had been a constant in Zachary’s life for two decades and, despite the fact that Mr. Peterson had only been his foster parent for a few weeks and Pat never had been, they were the closest thing to family that Zachary had. He hadn’t kept in touch with any of his other foster siblings or parents, and much of his adolescence had been spent in youth centers and group homes. With his severe ADHD and PTSD, he hadn’t been an easy kid to parent.

      Tyrrell’s face at the table was a new one. In spite of the fact that he was Zachary’s biological brother, they had not seen each other from the time that Tyrrell was six until he and Zachary had been reunited on Christmas Eve.

      As Christmas Eve was the anniversary of the fire that had destroyed their family more than thirty years previously, it was always a dark time for Zachary. Some years he had almost not made it through the holiday. Being reunited with his brother had been the fulfillment of what he had thought was an impossible dream. He had been sure that he would never see any of his biological siblings again. Even being a private investigator, he had never looked for them, never daring to interfere with what might be happy lives to remind them of the horrible thing he had done in causing that fire.

      Tyrrell’s facial features were similar enough to Zachary’s to recognize a family resemblance, though Zachary’s face was still gaunt, not yet filled out following his pre-Christmas depression. Tyrrell’s hair was dark like Zachary’s, but longer and shaggier. He was clean-shaven. It was his eyes that Zachary found startling. In spite of the hard life that Tyrrell had been through, they were still the shining blue eyes of the six-year-old brother he remembered.

      They gathered around the table to exchange stories of Zachary’s and Tyrrell’s separate lives, comparing notes and getting to know each other again. Zachary needed an environment where he felt safe to share in spite of any flashbacks or surges of emotion brought up by the retellings. A restaurant or bar would just not have worked. Some of their experiences were similar, and others were not. Tyrrell had been younger at the time of the family’s dissolution, and therefore less damaged than Zachary, and he had been able to stay with the two younger kids for most of his childhood, so he’d had that constant in his life. Zachary had been alone, bounced from one family to another so quickly that he’d been known to return to the wrong family after school, forgetting where he was supposed to be.

      But in spite of the smiles around the table, Zachary knew there was something wrong.
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      At first, Zachary hadn’t been able to put his finger on it. He thought that maybe Mr. Peterson and Pat were just awkward having a new ‘son’ at the dining room table. They were used to Zachary and his quirks, but Tyrrell was a recent addition and they didn’t know enough about his past to know what might trigger him, or about his interests to know what questions to ask to encourage his participation in the conversation.

      But it was more than that.

      There were a number of looks exchanged between Lorne and Pat that didn’t seem to follow the rhythm of Tyrrell’s participation in the conversation. Mr. Peterson put his hand over Pat’s as they ate, something Zachary had rarely seen him do at the table. Their natural cheer was diminished, as if there were something pulling them away from the conversation to think sad thoughts. Like someone who had recently lost a loved one but was trying to act unaffected.

      He watched the two of them more closely, but didn’t call them out in front of Tyrrell. Obviously, whatever was going on was something they didn’t want to share with Tyrrell. Maybe not with Zachary either.

      Tyrrell didn’t know Pat and Lorne like Zachary did, and didn’t seem to notice anything amiss. He tried to catch Zachary’s eye.

      “Do you remember that?”

      Zachary hadn’t realized how distracted he had become from Tyrrell’s story. He licked his lips. “Uh… sorry… I missed that.”

      Tyrrell looked at him for a minute, nonplussed. He shook his head. “About time to top up your Ritalin?”

      “Uh… not taking any ADHD meds right now,” Zachary admitted. “Sorry.”

      “I didn’t mean…” Tyrrell flushed pink. “I wasn’t serious. It was just supposed to be a joke. Because you were distracted.”

      Zachary flashed a look toward Mr. Peterson and Pat, noting that their hands were again touching, and Mr. Peterson was giving Pat a questioning look as he thought Zachary was occupied by a separate conversation. Zachary swallowed.

      “I try to only take them if I really need to focus on something. I don’t like to have to take them all the time, and they can interfere with other meds. So I just take them when I really need to.”

      “I didn’t mean you to take it seriously…”

      “What were you talking about? That I missed?”

      Tyrrell looked like he didn’t want to cover the same ground again. Mr. Peterson put down his fork and jumped in.

      “It was about your sister Jocelyn. I gather she was sort of a second mother to you guys?”

      Zachary nodded, glad to segue to something in the past rather than focusing on the issues he still battled. “Yeah, she was really bossy. I resented it, because… well, who do you think got most of that bossiness? It wasn’t the little guys; she was pretty patient with them. But me… she figured I was old enough that I should have figured out how to behave myself. We were supposed to pay attention to her and fly straight, but… I was always going off-script.”

      Tyrrell chuckled. “Is that what you call it?”

      Zachary felt his own face get warm. “I tried, but… I wasn’t any better at following her rules than I was anyone else’s.” He included Mr. Peterson and Pat in his broad shrug. They had either experienced or heard the stories of some of his more disastrous choices.

      “Joss was a little bossy,” Tyrrell admitted. “But she really helped me to figure out what I was supposed to do. I really wished that we’d been able to stay together when we went into foster care. She would have been able to help me to figure out the rules when I was in a new home. I often heard her little voice in my head, telling me how to behave properly, when I was trying to sort it out.”

      Zachary often had too many little voices in his head, and they all told him different things. But it wasn’t usually until after he’d impulsively done something that he actually heard them. The voices of Joss, his parents, his social worker, or some other authority in his life, telling him that once again, he’d done something exceptionally stupid and that there were going to be consequences.

      Zachary shrugged and looked down at his plate. He ate a couple of bites, forcing himself to eat despite the bubble of anxiety in his stomach from trying to figure out what Mr. Peterson and Pat were so worried about. As he’d told Tyrrell, he was off of his ADHD meds, so he actually had an appetite, and Pat was a good cook, but the unspoken tension in the room was getting to him.

      “Have you had any contact with her?” Mr. Peterson asked with interest.

      “A little,” Tyrrell said. “Mostly just email or social media, you know. We haven’t gotten together face-to-face. I think… she’s got her own life and isn’t that interested in reconnecting. It can be hard… stirring up old memories. She’s got her own life now.”

      “You guys should have a reunion, get everyone together. It sounds like you know where everyone is now.”

      Tyrrell nodded slowly. He glanced sideways at Zachary. “I have ways to contact everyone now. But I’m not sure if everyone wants to get together. They’re all living their own lives.”

      “But you grew up with the younger ones. You guys must have a pretty good relationship.”

      “We were together until I was fourteen or something, so yeah, we have a lot of shared memories, but then we didn’t have anything to do with each other because we were in different homes until we were adults. It’s a real hodgepodge of relationships.”

      “I can’t imagine what it must be like not to know where your siblings are,” Pat contributed. “I just have one sister, and we’ve always been in contact, even if she didn’t particularly approve of my ‘lifestyle choices.’ It would be hard, not even knowing where they were.”

      There was a suspicious crack in Pat’s voice that set alarm bells ringing for Zachary. Pat didn’t usually get emotional about his family. He laughed about their attitudes, mentioned them now and then, but even when his father had died, he hadn’t cried about it. Not in front of Zachary, anyway. With the number of times that Zachary had broken down around Pat, Pat certainly shouldn’t have felt awkward about shedding a few tears in front of Zachary.

      Zachary studied Pat closely, and then Mr. Peterson. Lorne apparently caught the significance of the look. He made an infinitesimal shake of his head, which might have even been unconscious, and Zachary knew it wasn’t the time to ask what was going on.

      “I guess it’s a different experience,” Tyrrell agreed, “but I’ve never known anything else, so for me, that’s just the way families are. You spend a few years together, and then you don’t have any contact for a decade or more. Now with the internet, you have these opportunities to touch base again and find out what people have been occupying themselves with. We’re all adults now, so it isn’t like we’re looking to live together as a family again.”

      “I’m glad you reached out to Zachary,” Mr. Peterson said. “It’s been really good for him to have contact with someone from his family again.”

      Zachary nodded reflexively.

      “I think everyone needs to know that they have somewhere they belong,” Mr. Peterson went on. “Not just somewhere like this,” he spread his hands to indicate his home, where Zachary was a welcome part of the family any time, “but biologically, too. I’ve heard that a lot of people who are foster or adopted kids really miss that biological connection, even if they never met their biological family before. There’s just a hole where they feel like they don’t belong or aren’t a part of the family who raised them.”

      Zachary let his eyes linger on Mr. Peterson for a few moments. It was only natural that, as a foster parent, he would be aware of the needs of foster kids to find some kind of genetic connection. But he didn’t want Mr. Peterson to feel like he hadn’t been a good enough parent or friend to Zachary.

      Tyrrell gave a shrug. “I guess so. I always knew I had biological siblings out there. Even parents, if I wanted to look for them. But I was more interested in building a family of my own. Getting married, having kids. I guess that was my way of having a genetic connection with someone. My own kids.”

      Zachary felt a pang. He hadn’t told Tyrrell his own history with his ex, Bridget, and the issues that she’d had with having children. Zachary had always thought that he would have a family, a house full of kids to remind Zachary of the family that he’d lost. To make up for the pain that he’d caused.

      Even though Bridget had said from the start that she didn’t want kids, he’d thought that she would change her mind. That biological clock would start ticking, she would see what a great father Zachary would make, and she would decide it was time.

      He’d been sadly mistaken and things had not ended well.

      Mr. Peterson flashed a look at Zachary, knowing the history. Maybe that too was part of what he had read. How kids with no biological heritage longed for children of their own. Maybe it was an established pathological desire.
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      They got through the evening. Zachary found the time went much more slowly than usual as he watched Mr. Peterson and Pat, waiting for a flash of insight into what was going on with them. He was intuitive, skilled at reading body language and facial expression, and he knew Lorne and Pat well, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on what was going on.

      After saying his goodbyes, he walked out to his car, and waited until Tyrrell got into his and drove away. Then he returned to the house.

      Pat opened the door, looking at Zachary with surprise. “Forget something?” he asked, looking behind himself to see if Zachary had left a book or bag.

      Zachary shook his head. He hesitated. “I just wanted to see if there was something I could do…”

      Pat looked at him for a minute, then stepped back. “Come in.”

      Mr. Peterson came around the corner. “Oh, Zachary. What’s up? I thought you were on your way.”

      Pat looked at him, communicating something by his manner. Mr. Peterson nodded slowly. “I guess I should know better than to try to get anything past you.” He led the way to the living room and they sat down. Mr. Peterson normally liked his easy chair, and Pat was usually back and forth, preparing coffee or checking something in the kitchen, playing the part of the diligent host. But they both sat down together on the couch, holding hands again.

      Mr. Peterson looked at Pat. “You want to start?”

      Pat blinked, looked down, then nodded. “Sure.” He cleared his throat. He looked at Zachary, gaze steady. “A friend of mine is missing.”

      “Oh.” Zachary thought about that. “I’m sorry. How long has he been missing? Have you talked to the police?”

      “I talked to the police… they weren’t really that interested. They said that they would look into it, but as far as I can see, they haven’t done much. They said they would get back to us if they found anything, but…”

      “You haven’t heard anything back from them,” Zachary finished. “They can keep their investigations pretty close to the chest, sometimes. If you’re not the next of kin, they don’t have any requirement to report back to you. They haven’t said anything?”

      “They don’t think there’s any foul play. They think that he just… left town.”

      Zachary nodded. “Could he have?”

      “He didn’t,” Pat said with certainty. “I know Jose, and he didn’t leave town. He would have said something to me if he’d been planning on leaving. Even if it was something unplanned, he would still have called.”

      “Where do you know him from?”

      Pat looked at Mr. Peterson, and then back at Zachary. “We know him from the community. He’s gay. Someone we get together with now and then to do something with.”

      They didn’t often talk about their social life, so Zachary didn’t know how large their group of gay friends was, or how long they had known this Jose. Zachary had never heard either of them mention him before.

      “How long has he been missing?”

      Pat swallowed and rubbed his forehead. Mr. Peterson patted his back and filled in the details. “As far as we can tell, it’s been a week since anyone has seen him.”

      “A week.” Zachary didn’t like that. He could understand the police not being too concerned if it had only been a day or two, but a week should have been raising some red flags. “Have you talked to his work? His family?”

      “He doesn’t have any family here. He has a wife and kids back in El Salvador, he sends money home to them. Here, he doesn’t have anyone… steady. Just friends, casual encounters.”

      “He’s gay but he has a wife and kids in El Salvador?”

      Pat shrugged and nodded. “Sometimes it happens that way.”

      Mr. Peterson had previously been married to a woman and had foster kids, so Zachary supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised. People chose to do the socially acceptable thing, and then later decided that they couldn’t maintain appearances.

      “And work? Does he have a job?”

      Pat nodded and took over again. “He did day labor, cash pay, but it was with the same company every day, not going from one job to another. I talked with the foreman and he said that Jose just stopped showing up.”

      “Was he surprised about that?”

      “No… but that doesn’t mean that he was right. If you had a worker coming in every day and then they just stopped coming without a word, wouldn’t you be concerned?”

      “I would,” Zachary admitted. “But I don’t deal with day laborers. I guess they probably have a pretty heavy turnover. Is he… legal?”

      “No. Undocumented.”

      “So if there was trouble, he might have just disappeared.”

      “He could… but like I said, he would have at least given us a heads-up that something had happened.”

      “If he could. But sometimes there isn’t any warning, they just get arrested and put into a facility awaiting deportation. You don’t know that he would be able to call you. Or that he would. He might have been limited in the number of calls that he could make, or he might have figured there was no point. You couldn’t do anything for him, so why bother?”

      “I still think he would have told us if he could.”

      “Did the police check in with ICE? See whether he had been picked up in a sweep?”

      “They haven’t gotten back to us. I think if they had found his name on a list like that, they would have at least said that he was okay, even if they didn’t give us any details.”

      Zachary nodded. In theory. But sometimes the police dropped the ball and didn’t call back, especially if it were just a random friend and not the next of kin. Sometimes they got distracted by other cases or bogged down, and just clearing the case was all they could do, without making a bunch of reports to the friends or family.

      “You don’t think he went back to El Salvador? What if his wife said she needed him to come back? She or one of the kids was sick. Something that sounded like an emergency.”

      “He would have let someone know.” Pat shook his head. “He didn’t live by himself. Most of these illegals don’t make enough money to get a place of their own. Especially when they’re sending as much home as they can. So he had roommates. He didn’t tell them where he was going. He just didn’t come home one day.”

      Zachary found himself pulling out his notepad to start making notes. His brain was grinding through the possibilities. If Jose hadn’t gone home, then ICE was still the most likely possibility. Someone had tipped them off and he had been nabbed on his way home from work, at a bar, or even at the grocery store.

      But there were other possibilities. He was mugged or had an accident, and was in the hospital somewhere. Maybe under his own name and maybe as a John Doe. Similarly, he could be in the morgue. Going home to El Salvador was less likely. He would probably at least have told his roommates what was happening if he were going back home. There would be no reason not to tell them. He would have had to make arrangements; he wouldn’t have just been able to hop on a plane and fly back in a couple of hours. Zachary scratched down a few thoughts. He looked up to see Mr. Peterson and Pat watching him intently.

      “Do you have the name of the officer who investigated it? A case number?”

      “Yeah. Just a minute.” Pat got up and retreated to the bedroom to get the details.

      Mr. Peterson gave Zachary a smile. “Thanks for this, Zachary. We’ve been very worried.”

      “You should have told me. I could have gotten started on it earlier.”

      “You have a lot on your plate. One undocumented worker disappears… it’s not exactly at the top of the priority list.”

      “Not for the police. It would have been for me.”

      Mr. Peterson smiled. “Thank you.”

      They waited for Pat to return with the information about the policeman. “He and Pat were pretty close?”

      “They clicked. Sometimes you just meet someone that everything falls into place with. You start a conversation with them, and it’s like you’ve known them your whole life. You know?”

      Mr. Peterson didn’t sound jealous, but Zachary couldn’t help wondering just how far the friendship went. He had never seen any cracks in the relationship between Mr. Peterson and Pat, but people hid that kind of thing. Zachary hadn’t known that Mr. Peterson and his wife were getting divorced until he had shown up at the house one day to be told by Mrs. Peterson that her husband didn’t live there anymore. He had seen, before that, that the two of them were not terribly compatible. They had very different personalities and viewpoints. If Mr. Peterson had had his way, Zachary probably would have lived with them longer than he had. Maybe not for years, but a few more weeks. They would have tried for longer to work things out. Mr. Peterson understood Zachary and his issues better. His wife had only been concerned about Zachary’s behaviors and how they might affect the other foster children. As a mother, of course that was something that she had to consider.

      Pat returned with a piece of paper. He handed it to Zachary. Detective Dougan, a phone number, and a case number.

      “Thanks. Tell me the information you can about your friend. His full name, where he worked, where he lived, anyone else in your group I can talk to.”

      Pat sat back down. He pulled out his phone. “His name is Jose Flores. He worked for A.L. Landscaping.” He read off a phone number and address for Zachary. “The roommate that I talked to…” He tapped around on his phone for a minute. “His name was Nando Gonzalez.”

      “Do you know him?”

      “No. I hadn’t ever met him before. I hadn’t ever been in Jose’s apartment. But I knew where it was. We had picked him up before and I knew what the apartment number was. So I just went and knocked on the door…”

      Zachary processed this. He tried to envision what had happened, and how Nando might have felt about the broad-chested white man showing up without warning at his door. He would have been nervous. Anxious about being turned over to Immigration. Suspicious of whether Pat were actually a friend of Jose’s, or someone playing a part. Nando probably wouldn’t have told Pat everything he knew. Even if he knew from Jose that he and Pat were friends, he probably would still have hung back. Illegals had to be wary even of friends. There was no telling what Pat’s true motivation might have been.

      “Do you mind me looking into it? Going back and talking to him?”

      “No, of course. Go ahead. I’d really like to know what happened to him. I’m worried. He wasn’t that kind of guy, you know, the kind who would just disappear. I know some people do that. But Jose… he was dedicated to his job. He wanted to make things work in America. He wanted to help his wife and kids come here.”

      “This roommate that you talked to, he wasn’t someone from your community, then?”

      “No. We didn’t know him.”

      “The two of them were not a couple?”

      “No.” Pat gave a smile and shook his head. “I doubt that he knew Jose was gay.”

      “Why not? Had he not… come out?”

      It seemed like an antiquated term in a society where sexual orientation was no longer supposed to be taboo and gay marriage was legal. Was there still a reason for men and women to be in the closet and hide their orientation from their families and friends?

      “It’s different for men of color,” Pat said slowly. “There is a belief that the word ‘gay’ only applies to white men. That it’s not just sexual orientation, but race and class as well. The type of gay men that you see on prime-time TV. White, limp-wristed, lisping, middle-to-upper-class, sweater-wearing men. And people like Jose… aren’t that. So they tend not to even identify as gay.”

      “Really?” It had never occurred to Zachary that the term meant anything other than a same-sex attraction. “I… I had no idea.”

      “How would you?” Mr. Peterson gave a smile. “Unless you spend a lot of time in those circles, you don’t really hear what people think or what their prejudices are.”

      “So how would he identify himself?” Zachary asked curiously. “If he wouldn’t say that he is gay, because only white guys are gay, then he would say that he is…?”

      “MSM is a term they have borrowed from medical literature. During the initial years of the AIDS epidemic, medical practitioners found that a lot of non-whites said that they were not gay, even though they were having same-sex relations. So they had to change their language in order to properly identify the risk factors. Not ‘are you gay,’ but ‘have you had sex with men?’ MSM was the medical shorthand. Or WSW for the women.”

      Zachary wrote MSM down so he wouldn’t forget it when he started to talk to people that Jose knew who might be part of the gay—MSM—community. Language was a powerful thing, and he didn’t want to risk offending someone who might have information to share. Say the wrong thing, and he might never hear anything more from a witness.

      Pat handed Zachary a photo. A group of men around a table. Pat and Lorne and others Zachary didn’t recognize. Pat pointed to the Hispanic man beside him.

      “That’s Jose.”

      He was well-dressed, not what Zachary would have expected for an illegal worker. He had on evening wear, like the other men, a suit or dinner jacket and blue tie. He had a wide, pleasant smile, and looked comfortable, part of the group. Zachary raised an eyebrow at Pat, and when he nodded, kept the photo.

      “Have you talked to his wife?”

      “I don’t know how to reach her. We never talked about it. I don’t know her name or where in El Salvador she lives.”

      “Did she know that he was… MSM?”

      “I doubt it. A lot of men like him keep it pretty quiet. Other than the people that they hook up with, they don’t tell anyone. They live two lives, and keep them very separate.”

      “How did you meet?”

      Pat and Mr. Peterson looked at each other. Not in a way that suggested they had something to hide, but just that they had to think about it and might need a memory jogger.

      It was Mr. Peterson who answered first. “I think… the first time we met up was at a club downtown. There was a very popular lounge singer who was doing a night there… it was very busy, a lot of people wanted to see him. We went well ahead of time to get a table. The place was so packed, they were asking patrons to share tables. Jose ended up at our table, and we struck up a conversation.”

      “That’s right,” Pat’s face cleared. “I’d forgotten all about that. We’ve done so many other things together. It was just one of those cases where everything fits together, and it was such a comfortable conversation… by the end of the night, it was like we had always been friends.”

      “And you’ve spent a lot of time together since then? How long has that been?”

      “About… four months… five?”

      “And the three of you together, or just Jose and you?”

      Pat raised his eyebrows. “I’m devoted to Lorne, Zachary. This was not a hook-up.”

      “So the three of you?”

      “Yes, the three of us. Usually other people as well. A group of guys getting together at a bar or club, or even a museum or gallery. Christmas shopping together. Just… things that friends do together.”

      Zachary nodded, getting a more clear picture of the relationship. “Can I talk to one or two of your friends? Or would that be intrusive?”

      There were several seconds of hesitation, the silence drawing out.

      “I’ll have to talk to them first,” Pat said eventually. “I’ll get you names and numbers once I’ve had a chance to.”

      “Okay. Did the police talk to anyone else?”

      “I don’t know who they talked to. They didn’t ask for the names of any other friends. Just for his boss at A.L. I think that’s where the investigation stopped.”
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      Lorne and Pat’s house was a couple of hours north of Zachary’s, and he was later getting back to his apartment than he had expected, but he was calm and hyperfocused on the investigation during his drive back. He could barely even remember his time on the road.

      He was glad he had gone back in to find out what was wrong. If he hadn’t, his own anxiety would have been through the roof by the time he got home, and he probably would not have slept that night. Going back had been the right choice. Zachary hadn’t wanted to kick Tyrrell out to talk to Lorne and Pat privately, but he had needed to find out what was bothering them. It had been too obvious that something was wrong.

      It was too late to start making phone calls on the case, especially not to the police officer. Zachary wouldn’t even be able to get patched through. They would just tell him to call back in the morning.

      But he could start by running Jose’s name through the databases he had access to. He didn’t expect to find much. Jose would not show up as a property owner or having a driver’s license. He wouldn’t have any arrest records. No credit history. But something still might pop up somewhere, on a news page, social network, or some other site. He should have asked Pat about an email address as well, which might have given Zachary access to Jose’s email or social accounts if some of his data had been breached in the past.

      There were a couple of social media accounts that might have been Jose’s, but the avatars were cartoons rather than his face, so Zachary couldn’t match them to the photo that Pat had given him, and their activity was private rather than public, so if he was to get into them, he’d have to have a password, or the police would have to deal with the providers to get access to them.

      Eventually, his eyes were getting too gritty to look at the computer screen any longer, and he knew he needed to get to bed. He still felt wired, so he just took one sleeping pill and nothing else with a couple swallows of flat Coke from the fridge, and headed to bed. He would really get into gear in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      He slept restlessly, but that was normal. If he got a few hours of sleep, he was doing well, especially with a new investigation buzzing in his brain. So when light started to make its way through his window signaling the impending dawn, he got up. He shuffled into the kitchen to put on some coffee, took his morning meds, and woke up his computer again. At least the computer didn’t require a certain number of hours of rest. It was too early to call Detective Dougan, so Zachary checked his email. He hadn’t checked it the night before.

      There was a short email from Tyrrell saying that he had enjoyed having supper with Zachary and his extended family, and one from Mr. Peterson thanking Zachary for looking into Jose’s case for them. Just casual, polite emails, but Zachary savored them, appreciating the touchstones. After all of the horrible email he’d gotten from Devon Masters before Christmas, it was a huge relief to be able to open his email inbox without feeling like he was facing the firing squad. Those casual little polite emails were the best remedy in the world. So he fired one back to each of the men and sipped his coffee. He took a glance at the morning news. Nothing much happening that would impact him.

      He went back to his email and sent one to Kenzie as well. Nothing big or important, just touching base with her too. She had been a rock during his pre-Christmas depression, and now that things were back to normal, he wanted to pay her back in some way. There wasn’t any big, life-changing thing he could do for her or give her, so for the time being, he would have to do the little things, and hope that they added up to something meaningful to her.

      When she had first started seeing him, she’d had no idea what kind of a mess she was getting herself into. She’d been looking for a casual date, a fun time, and instead had ended up with him. She deserved a prize for not dumping him after the first confrontation with Bridget. Maybe part of that had just been the entertainment value Bridget provided, since Kenzie had never really considered her a rival, but had been amused that Bridget claimed to hate Zachary when, as far as Kenzie was concerned, Bridget was still attracted to him.

      Zachary could have told Kenzie that wasn’t the case—and had, in fact told her so several times—but Kenzie stubbornly refused to believe it. She said it was up to Zachary to boot Bridget out of his life, which wasn’t something that he could do. It wasn’t exactly polite to admit to his date that he still had feelings for his ex, but Zachary couldn’t help that. He and Bridget had been apart as long as they had been together, but he still couldn’t let go of the life that he had thought they would have together.

      His current therapist had traced his inability to let go of the relationship back to Zachary’s love for his mother and the fact she had abandoned him as a child, which was a pretty obvious parallel for anyone to draw, but being able to see the similarities between the two relationships and being able to get over his pining for Bridget were two different things. Until he could, Zachary was determined to ‘fake it until he could make it,’ to show Kenzie the attention she deserved and pretend that Bridget was out of his life and didn’t mean anything to him.

      Kenzie wouldn’t be checking her email for a couple more hours, so he started to work his way through the stack of paperwork on his desk. If anyone had told him how much paperwork there would be as a private detective, he might not have set his sights on becoming one. He had never done well in school, his ADHD causing too many problems in any classroom setting. At least at home, he didn’t have to deal with the distractions of thirty other people coughing and sniffling and shifting around in their seats. He worked through some routine skip traces, added paragraphs to reporting letters, and drew up invoices for cases that he had closed and needed to collect on. As much as he hated accounting, he wasn’t going to get paid without them.

      The hour hand finally crept around to eight—or since he didn’t actually have an analog clock, the display on his phone and computer screen read eight—and he figured it was worth seeing if he could get Officer Thurlow Dougan. He dialed the number that Pat had given him and listened to the ringing, fully expecting that he would end up in Dougan’s voicemail and have to explain what he wanted to the machine. He was scripting it in his head when the line was picked up, not by voicemail, but by a real person.

      “Dougan.”

      “Oh, Detective Dougan. You don’t know me,” Zachary fumbled a little. He hated dealing with people by phone, where he couldn’t read their facial expressions and body language. “I’ve been talking to Pat Parker about Jose Flores, the man that he reported missing…?”

      “Right,” Dougan said, his voice taking on an edge. Too early in the morning and he apparently didn’t have his morning coffee on board yet. “And who are you?”

      “Pat is my step-father,” Zachary said, fudging the relationship a bit, but he knew Pat wouldn’t mind. In fact, he would have been delighted. “And I’m a private investigator.”

      “I see.”

      “I know you’re busy and you have plenty of other cases that demand your time and attention. I wondered if I could get a report from you on anything you were able to find, and then I’ll do a little follow-up investigation, see if I can put Pat’s worries to rest.”

      “I don’t suppose Mr. Parker explained to you that Jose Flores is an illegal immigrant.”

      “Yes, he did. And I know that makes him a lot harder to trace through the usual channels.”

      “It makes him damn near impossible to trace. These guys don’t leave a trail. Like I told your father when he made the report, this guy probably just got worried about an Immigration investigation and decided to move on to another location. Or he decided to go back home. It happens all the time. With undocumenteds, there’s really nothing we can do.”

      “Yeah,” Zachary agreed, trying to sound as sympathetic as possible, “and you’ve got plenty else on your desk to worry about.”

      “Darn right I do.” Dougan sounded a little mollified. A few more minutes, and Zachary would have him volunteering everything he knew. The man didn’t want to have to investigate it any further and he didn’t want to waste his time in reporting to Pat that he hadn’t been able to find anything. He just wanted it off his desk.

      “I’m wondering what you were able to cover. Did you talk to his boss?”

      “Sure. First place I went. As usual, the guy wouldn’t admit that Jose even worked there. Of course he doesn’t hire illegals. Everything he does is above board. But a little pressure and he did admit that he knew Jose, but hadn’t seen him since your friend had. He just stopped showing up one day. Nothing unusual for these guys. They come and they go, and they don’t say what they’re doing. They just disappear. They’re ghosts.”

      “Yeah. Pat said that he was sure that if Jose went back to El Salvador or to a different job, he would have said something about it, and he never did…”

      “Pat doesn’t deal with these guys on a daily basis. That’s just not the way it works. It’s pounded into these guys. Don’t tell anyone where you are or where you’re going. It’s too dangerous. ICE will get you. Don’t leave a trail. So even though Pat may think that it’s a suspicious disappearance, that is not my opinion.”

      “Got it. And how about the roommate?”

      “Roommates,” Dougan corrected. “You never get just two of these guys in one place. You get whole families living in one room. With single guys, you get half a dozen or more in one apartment. They sleep in bunk beds, on couches, on the floor. Anywhere there’s room.”

      “Uh-huh. Did you find anyone over there who was willing to talk to you?”

      “Just got the same line everywhere. Jose doesn’t live here anymore. Maybe Jose went home. Maybe Jose found a better job. Nobody knows anything. But they’re not worried about it, either.”

      Zachary nodded to himself. It was going to take more digging to get anything more out of the roommates or friends. More time and effort than a police officer had to pursue such things.

      “Did you find anything at all that indicated that he had planned to leave? Or anything that didn’t jive with what the roommates were saying?”

      “No. It was all pretty much what I expected. Nothing suspicious.”

      “Any enemies? Jealous—uh—lovers? Any risky behaviors?”

      “No. No hint of any foul play. I gather from your, uh, step-father, that they
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