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CHAPTER I

Chaos in the Neighborhood
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Chelsea Cheryl-Lynn Chance was blonde, beautiful, rich, popular, and dating a college freshman even though she was only fifteen years old. She was my very best friend and naturally I hated her. The worst thing about her, I think, was that, on top of everything else, she was smart. And I mean wicked smart. That meant that even when she got old, like in her thirties, and even if her parents lost all their money before she could inherit it, she'd still have her smarts going for her, and with a brain like Chelsea's that was a not-inconsequential advantage. It really made me mad.

Still, it was her smarts that prompted her to found the Chelsea Chance Detective Agency, and as her bestie it was only natural that she would take me on as her partner. In our first summer of operation we solved no less than three mysteries, and even got our picture in the newspaper. Of course no one actually saw it except for Chelsea's great aunt, because she's just about the only person I know who still looks at the newspaper, but it was a kick regardless, and way more rewarding than drinking Four Lokos behind town with the band kids, or getting pregnant.

One day, a couple of weeks before Halloween, Chelsea and I were hanging out in the agency office AKA her bedroom when we heard a splendiferous ruckus going on, just outside. Dashing to her window, we watched as just about every police car in town, a couple of ambulances, and the coroner's wagon tore down Honeycomb Road, which backed her family's property. There was nothing down that road except for more houses, all of them owned by people even richer than the Chances and as I already mentioned the Chances are pretty rich. Chelsea threw open her window and we both inhaled deeply but we didn't smell smoke, and regardless there hadn't been a firetruck in the lot anyway, so that, we determined, could only mean one thing.

"A mass murder!" Chelsea grinned.

"Do you really think?" I asked. I was excited, naturally, but I didn't want to let on that I was too excited. A proper detective needs to maintain her blasé composure at all times.

"All evidence points to heck yes," Chelsea nodded. "Fetch the detective kit," she ordered and I did, stowing it under my arm. There was no time to lose so we climbed out the window, down the trellis, and raced across the back yard, cutting first across the Dixon's property, then the Keene's, and finally the big, sprawling, dilapidated estate that hadn't been occupied in years. Reaching the low, decorative wall denoting the property line between this estate and the next, where all the action was, we crouched down and peered over.

Something big was definitely going down. Parking was bumper-to-bumper in the huge circular drive fronting the main house, some civilian vehicles but mostly police squad cars. I counted seven of the latter and four of the former, and jotted this information down in the little green spiral notebook I always carry with me. Chelsea was surreptitiously taking video of the whole scene with her phone, although I don't know how surreptitious she needed to be since everyone was much too busy to even notice that we were there.

"What do you think it's all about?" I asked in a whisper. There really wasn't a need to whisper but I did anyway.

"I told you, mass murder," Chelsea answered. "It has to be. That or something really bad, like a kiddie porn ring."

"Who lives here?" I asked. Anticipating her likely response, I quickly corrected myself. "Lived."

"Not sure," she admitted, furrowing her brow. "We need to get closer."

Nodding, I fished one of our business cards out of the kit bag. They were nice cards. Embossed. They read:

CHELSEA CHANCE INVESTIGATIONS

"I Solve It All"

‽ ‽ ‽ ‽ ‽

Chief Investigator ..... Ms. Chelsea Chance

Assistant .......................... J. Watkins

We'd ordered them online. That funny symbol, by the way, is called an interrobang. It denotes a question and surprise simultaneously, and Chelsea thought it was the perfect symbol for our agency.

"Put that away, you ninny," Chelsea said now. "They're not gonna let us just waltz in there and start snooping around, even if we did get our pictures in the paper. We'll have to sneak in."
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CHAPTER II

The Laps of Luxury
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Keeping low, we scrambled over the wall and scampered across the expansive rear lawn, right up to the main house and one of its large picture windows. The curtains were drawn but by peering over the ledge and angling our heads just so, we could see inside.

And oh my stars and gams, what was saw was scarier and more exciting than any of our previous adventures could have prepared us for, even the Mystery of the Silver Parrot!

"Holy ––––," Chelsea whispered. (She said a bad word here.)

The center of the large room we were peering into had been cleared of its usual furnishings, with several folding chairs now lined up in their place, a dozen total, in two rows of six. Slumped over in each of these chairs was an old man, most of them with their trousers pulled down around their ankles. There was a red-brown stain in each man's lap, and I gasped when I realized that this was drying blood. A large movie projector had been set up at the rear of the room, behind the men, a portable movie screen up front. The former was still running, slap-slapping a dangling tail of 16mm film, and in short order one of the policemen in the room irritably marched over to it and flicked it off. There were a lot of policemen in the room, all busily engaged in policeman activities. Even as we watched, eyes wide, yet another detective, in regular street clothes, entered the room. He strolled right up to one of his fellows, who was on his knees, gently poking one of the dead men's...wieners...with the eraser end of a pencil. "Bet they told you police work would be glamorous, eh, Scarbough?" the kneeling detective said to the newcomer.

My stomach churned as I suddenly realized why there was blood in the dead men's laps.

"Someone shot them in the pecker!" Chelsea exclaimed, more than a hint of glee in her voice. (Bad word again, kind of, but as it turned out it was also an important clue so I'm reluctantly transcribing it.) "ALL of them!" As it turned out this wasn't quite the case, but at the moment it sure seemed that way. I couldn't bear to look, now that I'd realized what I was looking at, so I concentrated on the men's faces instead. Maybe there would be an important observation to be made there that wouldn't make me want to barf.

Sure enough, there was.

I knew some of these men! Sort of. Just to see around town, or in church, but it was eerie to think that they were dead now, in this strange and awful way, when just last Sunday, say, they weren't.

"Holy ––––," Chelsea nudged me. "That's the mayor!"

It was true. One of the dead men, zipper down, his...messed up...thing...out and clutched in his hand, was Port White's illustrious mayor! I also recognized the judge who'd sentenced my brother to community service for driving into a parked car after drinking too much peppermint schnapps last Christmas, the minister of a church my family didn't attend (fortunately!), and even one of my former middle school teachers. All of them, it seemed, were wealthy, influential men. Except the schoolteacher, of course.
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