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For Momma K, because she loves herself a mystery.
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Prologue


Lola screamed in my ear, but it barely registered. She would be fine. At least that’s what I assumed based on past experience. Unfortunately, I couldn’t say the same for myself. Things weren’t looking great. I’m a fairly optimistic guy, but it’s hard to put a positive spin on a big fork in your leg and a homicidal maniac on your back. On a scale of one-to-completely-screwed, I was somewhere around completely-screwe—


Grunting like a hog with septum issues, I stumbled forward, trying my best to carry the killer on my back out into the cul-de-sac. Our neighborhood street lamps are faux old-timey affairs, cozy but weak. There was no guarantee that making it into their amber haze would result in my being seen and saved, but it was worth a shot. Certainly better than going down in the backyard where nothing but the stars could shine light on my demise.


Just a few more yards, Owen. Don’t be a sack. Get there. Move your feet.


I spurred myself onward. It felt like I was coaching again, but with way higher stakes. I wasn’t pushing college soccer players to finish off stoppage time, I was pushing myself to avoid death by chokehold.


Whatever. Same difference. Potato, tomato. Right? No. Tomato, potato. No. Fuck.


My cognition was dulling, the pain in my leg sharpening. It was twelve more yards to the street lamp. It seemed like twelve hundred.


Move. Push. Grit.


Coaching buzzwords popped in my head. Trite yet effective, they prodded me on. One labored shuffle followed another and another until the streetlamp was within reach.


Good work. Now what?




Harnessing the dregs of energy that remained, I turned and launched backward into the pole, a last-ditch effort at freedom. The maneuver failed. The grip around my neck was unaltered. The sound of my assailant’s back crashing into the streetlamp drew no attention.


Shit. This is it.


I expected thoughts of my wife and daughter to appear in my head. I wish they had. I’m ashamed they didn’t. What I got instead were trivial frustrations:


These lamps are useless.


Stupid Homeowners Association.


Why are these pants so tight?


I should have worked out more.


What the hell is in my pocket?


Oh crap, I’m gonna puke.


Please don’t puke.


Please don’t—


Then came a crackle of static. The voice of my dead mother.


“How did this happen?” she asked.


It’s a long story…











Some Weeks Earlier













Chapter 1


“Owen, babe, wake up.”


“Huh?”


“Wake up. RPS me for it.”


“What’s that?


“She’s awake. Rock-paper-scissors.”


“Right. Yeah.”


I sat up in bed. Eyes heavy. Mind slow. Still half asleep, I defaulted to rock. Per usual I lost. Having decided the next sixty minutes of my life, I delivered a swift kiss to Izzy’s cheek and got out of bed.


“Love you, babe,” she muttered, while turning onto her side. “Wake me up if you need any help.”


“Love you too, Iz,” I replied.


It’s true, I love Isobel Bang, she’s the wife of my dreams, but goddamn I hate how good she is at rock-paper-scissors. People say it’s luck, but it’s not. My losses are too frequent for it to be chance.


Best of one and you throw rock right out of the gate? C’mon, O’Shea.


I critiqued my RPS performance while shuffling down the hall in my slippers. My steps were noisy, but I didn’t care. Lola was already up, and she would continue to be up for at least another hour no matter how soft my tread.


“Hey, baby girl!” I picked our daughter up and greeted her with an effortful smile. No one is actually excited to see anyone at three thirty in the morning. “That’s quite the saggy ass you have there, what you got going on in that diaper?”


Lola cried with indeterminate meaning.


“Alright, you don’t want to tell me, don’t tell me.”


I laid her down on the changing table, undid the excessive number of snaps on her pajamas with a single rip, opened her diaper, and smiled. No poop. Sweet. A quick wipe, a new dipe, and three-out-of-ten snaps later we were out the door and headed to the kitchen. I crossed my fingers on the way. I didn’t recall making any bottles, but I hoped that my sleep-deprived memory was off. It wasn’t. I had to make one and I did a bad job. A quarter of the formula spilled on the counter, and the strawlike contraption that reduces burbs got left out. I realized the latter mistake before walking away, but didn’t fix it. Instead, I convinced myself that the straw is a gimmick, then brought Lola over to the wingback, and plopped down for another night of bottle holding and staring out the window at the cul-de-sac.


Ten minutes later Lola spit up everything.


“Eff.”


I got up and remade the bottle with the non-gimmicky straw-thing inside.


“Alright, girl, we’re good now,” I said. “Set for the night. No more mistakes, no more drama.”


Man, was I wrong.











Chapter 2


We’d been in the cozy wingback for twenty minutes when I saw it out the window. I’m not sure what it was, but it was something. I mean who gets boxes delivered by an unmarked van at four-something in the morning? Well, the Stoneciphers do, obviously. It was happening right in front of my eyes. What I really wanted to know was why?


“Why are the Stoneciphers getting boxes delivered at four in the morning?” I asked Lola.


Lola didn’t answer. Mainly because she’s zero, but also because she was sleeping.


Wait. Sleeping! Yes!!!


I celebrated my daughter’s unexpected slumber in my head, then calmly carried her upstairs to the nursery. I wanted to hustle so I could get back to spying, but hustling with a sleeping baby in your arms is a fool’s game. Instead, I laid her in her crib as if I were a gentle sloth parent, then backed out of the room, eased the door shut, and tiptoed back to the study.


As soon as I arrived I turned the lights from dim to off, then got down on all fours and crawled from the door to the picture window. The crawling was unnecessary, but I did it anyway. It seemed to up the stakes in a fun way, like when you’re a kid and you commit to the idea that the playground wood chips are real lava.


This time I’m a real detective, I thought.


After settling in on the floor next to the corner of the window, I peeked outside to see if the Stoneciphers were still unloading the van. They were. I was pumped.


I got you, you bastards, I thought.


In reality I didn’t have them. Not even close. I didn’t even know what they were up to. I was just assuming that it was shady business because it was transpiring at an odd time and because the Stoneciphers suck. It was entirely possible that they were doing something benign, maybe even something good, but my gut told me otherwise, and my gut needed to be heeded. That’s what detectives do.


You have to document this, I thought, already feeling like a hard-boiled gumshoe. Get some evidence on the perps.


Instinctively, I reached for my phone. No luck. It was upstairs in our bedroom serving as a sound machine. There was no way to get it quickly and quietly without waking Izzy.


What else?


I scanned the study for inspiration. Within seconds my eyes landed on an unopened package on the bottom bookshelf. It contained an action camera—one of those plastic cubes that suburbanites use when they want to feel like extreme athletes.


I crawled over, grabbed it, then swore.


The unopened package was of the thick-plastic, heat-sealed, clamshell variety. The sort of container that requires an acetylene torch and a chainsaw to open. I didn’t have a shot in hell of getting that camera out in time.


I tried anyway, grabbing a pair of nearby scissors and getting to work.


As expected, my initial attempt failed. The fortress of plastic squirted out from between the scissor’s blades and onto the ground.


I swore, then picked up the package and tried again.


Again, it ended up on the ground.


Another try.


Another failure.


“Grrrr.”


I had devolved past profanities, driven to primal expressions of frustration by the impenetrable container, yet I didn’t relent. Acting on impulse and anger I went for it one last time. I picked the package up, jammed it into the blades as far as it would go, and squeezed the scissors decisively. As to what happened next, I’m not entirely sure. There was a violent crack, a sudden absence of resistance, and then pain.


“Mmm Fuu Ghh!” I exclaimed in the way you exclaim when you can’t exclaim—serious and intense but muffled by gritted teeth and tight lips.


I looked down. The package had fallen to the floor, a line of blood was blooming from my index finger, the blades of the scissors were smeared with red. Not good.


Looking to move quickly and avoid staining the rug, I stood up and made my way across the study toward the tissue box. En route, I did my best to keep a level head both literally and figuratively. Blood and I do not get along. Another glimpse of my own wound and I was liable to go down in a heap.


Once I arrived at the tissue box, I pulled out one after another adding each to the pile I was gripping on my cut. Eventually the stack grew thick enough to prevent the blood from seeping through and I calmed.


No longer on the verge of passing out, I made my way over to the wingback, sat down, and took slow and deliberate breaths. After a minute I felt confident enough to open my eyes.


The first thing I saw was Chip Stonecipher. He was carrying the last of the boxes through the side door of their garage. The next thing I saw was his wife, Alexandra. She was closing and locking the door behind her husband. The opportunity to catch their misdeeds on film had passed.


“Damn it.”


Grumbling, I stomped over to the impregnable container, eager to throw it angrily into the trash. Reaching out with my uninjured hand, I leaned over to pick it up. A sharp pain suddenly blazed across my fingers.


“Mmm Fuu Ghh!”


I looked down. The mangled package shined red. A wound like a thick paper cut ran diagonally across all of my digits. Each finger issued blood with abandon. As I processed the visual, my spine and triceps began to prickle, then my mouth grew salty, my legs soft, and my head light.


All at once, I went down in a heap.











Chapter 3


“Holy shit, are you okay?” Izzy shook my shoulder. “Owen, babe, you okay?”


“Huh? What? Yeah, I got her. I got Lola. You stay in bed and get some rest.”


Izzy laughed, she was amused now that she saw I was alright.


“We’re not in bed,” she explained. “You’re on the floor of the study.”


“I am?”


“Yes, and it looks like you had a rough night.”


I sat up, rubbed my eyes, then looked down at my hands. They were caked in blood but none of it looked fresh. The bleeding must have stopped on its own.


“So, what happened here?” Izzy inquired.


“That stupid package happened.” I gestured at my plastic foe. “I cut the shit out of myself trying to open it.”


“Those things are the worst. Come here, let me see your hands.”


I stood and turned my palms up. Izzy looked at them. I looked away.


“Damn, babe, these are bad. You need stitches.”


“Sounds good,” I replied with forced nonchalance.


Izzy smiled. It was silly of me to feign machismo. She knows I hate stitches.


“Alright then, tough guy, let’s go to the kitchen. I’ll fix you up while you tell me what inspired you to open that camera in the middle of the night.”


I did as instructed. Izzy returned a minute later with the requisite gear.


“So go on then,” she prompted while getting to work on my hands. “Explain yourself.”


“I was trying to record the Stoneciphers,” I replied.




“Oh yeah, what were they up to?”


“No good.”


“Of course not, they’re terrible people. What were they doing? Was it hard drugs? I bet it was hard drugs.”


“No, it wasn’t drugs. At least I don’t think so. But I didn’t see what was in the boxes they were unloading, so I can’t say for sure. Definitely something shifty though.”


“Okay, but there’s a big difference between seeing something suspicious and seeing something that’s unequivocally bad. Suspicious isn’t that out of the ordinary. Think about it, that entire half of the cul-de-sac is suspicious: the Stoneciphers, the Russians, the Peabodys.”


“False,” I countered. “Tanner lives on that side and he’s awesome.”


“Yeah, he’s the exception though, everyone else is shady. And even Tanner has his flaws.”


“Like what?”


“Like he’s kind of slutty.”


“Of course he is. He’s single, cool, good looking, and bisexual. His opportunities to hook up are infinite. You can’t blame the man for capitalizing.”


“Fair enough. But, also, he shaves his legs. I don’t know why, but I don’t like that.”


“He has to tape his ankle for adult league soccer.”


“So, use pre-wrap like a normal person,” Izzy retorted while tying off the last suture in my right hand. “Good, now give me the other one,” she instructed.


I lowered my right, raised my left.


“The Russians though, you’re right about them,” I conceded. “They are a little off. I mean they’ve been here for three years and we don’t even know their names. There’s been ample opportunities too, we have those cul-de-sac parties all the time and they’ve been to like one.”




“I know their names,” Izzy countered, her eyes still fixed on her work.


“Serious? You’ve been holding out on me, Izzy Bang. Come on, out with it, what are they?”


“Boris and Natasha.”


“Okay, good one.”


“What? That’s their names. Ryan told me.”


“Boris and Natasha?”


“Yeah. Why are you skeptical? Those are the exact kind of names I would have guessed. We know they’re Russian and those are Russian names.”


“Yeah, too Russian. Those are literally cartoon names for Russians.”


“Sure they are,” Izzy nodded sarcastically. “From the Boris and Natasha cartoon.”


I opened my mouth to counter but Izzy had already moved on.


“Alright, babe,” she said, standing up and putting her suture kit away. “You’re good to go. Just keep these bandaged and dry today, alright?”


“No prob.”


“Well, maybe a little prob. You do have to change poopy diapers and stuff.”


“Shit, I didn’t think of that.”


Izzy pulled out her phone. “You want me to call a babysitter?”


“No, I got it. And if I don’t, I’ll just get Riddhi or Elle to help.”


“You sure?”


“One hundred percent. Don’t worry about me, babe. You have an OR day today, you focus on that.”


“Alright, if you’re certain.”


“I’m certain,” I smiled. “Now get that sexy ass upstairs and get ready, those bones aren’t going to weld themselves together.”




Izzy laughed. “Nine years with me and you still don’t know anything about orthopedics, do you?”


“Not one thing. My ignorance is part of my charm, right?”


“Yeah, it kind of is.”


Amused, Izzy gave me a kiss then headed upstairs with a smile on her face. I checked out her butt as she departed. It did look sexy. The fact that she birthed a child a few months ago seemed crazy. She was already fit and back at work. I, on the other hand, hadn’t left the cul-de-sac in two weeks and hadn’t seen my abs in two months. I used to look like the “after” picture on a diet commercial, now I look like the “before.” Ugh.


It’s a good thing I’m charming, I thought.


Then I thought, What the hell were those Stoneciphers up to?


Then I thought, How the fuck am I going to change Lola’s diapers?











Chapter 4


“What’s up, my bitches? I brought you all coffee. A small soy latte for Elle, and a large red eye for Owen.”


Riddhi laid out the drinks on the table in front of us, talking as she went. The words spilled out of her mouth at a ridiculous clip. It was as if she had already downed a pitcher of espresso with a bit of cocaine thrown in for taste. She hadn’t. That’s just Riddhi. Based on the velocity of her speech, you would think she was auctioning cattle not having a conversation.


“Thanks,” Elle and I said in chorus.


“No worries. Oh my God, Owen, I never knew what was in a red eye, and now that I do, I’m confused as to how your stomach still exists. Why would you do that to yourself?”


“Necessity. If I didn’t consume this much caffeine then this girl”—I nodded my head down toward Lola, she was in a baby carrier strapped to my chest, gnawing savagely on her overpriced giraffe toy—“would already have put me in the grave.”


Riddhi and Elle nodded sympathetically.


“I don’t know how moms that give them the boobies can do it,” I went on. “Breastfeeding, and not sleeping, and not getting any caffeine. That shit is a nightmare.”


“Eh, I just drank caffeine anyway,” Riddhi said with a shrug of her shoulders. “Maybe that’s why my boys are such terrors, they’ve been amped up since birth.”—A brief pause and a contemplative look at her Americano—“Fuck it. It was worth it.”


Smiling at Riddhi’s cavalier remarks on parenting, I reached for my drink, exposing my bandaged hands to the girls for the first time in the process. A parade of questions immediately followed. In response I detailed the previous night’s events in their entirety. Riddhi and Elle were a good audience. The former provided theatrical reactions at all the appropriate moments, the latter listened intently, coffee cup perched on her bottom lip, eyes wide.


“Those fucking Stoneciphers,” Riddhi said, the instant the story concluded. “We should call the cops. No, we have to call the cops. It’s like our civic responsibility to call the cops. Look at what they’ve already done to your hands. They have to be stopped.”


Riddhi’s response made me smile. She sounded like my mother both literally and figuratively. The similarity of their voices is striking, and the tenor of their support even more so. Once Riddhi’s in your corner, she’s in your corner—infinity percent, no exceptions, for life. I love that. It’s one of the things I miss most about Mom.


“I’m loving the enthusiasm, Riddhi, but I think a call to the cops might be premature.”


“Very premature,” Elle added. “Don’t get me wrong, I would love to have dirt on the Stoneciphers, nail their pretentious asses to the wall, but there’s just not enough evidence. In fact, there’s no real evidence.”


“There is too enough evidence,” Riddhi contended. It was half-hearted. She knew we were right, she just objected on principle.


Elle offered nothing more than a look in response—half a smile, eyebrows raised, head tilted to the side. I love you, girl, but come on, that’s what the look said.


“Yeah, yeah, I know you’re right,” Riddhi conceded. “It’s just Alexandra Stonecipher is such a bitch. Why isn’t that a crime? Can that be a crime? Can we report her for that?”


“Oh, for sure,” Elle replied, sarcasm heavy in her voice.


“Absolutely,” I added. “Just yesterday the news had a story about a guy that got convicted on three counts of bitch.”


“Ha, ha, laugh it up, ya turds,” Riddhi answered, taking the ribbing in stride. “Obviously, I know bitchiness isn’t a crime. If it were you two would already be locked up.”




“And your sassy ass wouldn’t be?”


“Of course I would be, but that’s beside the point.”


“And what’s the point again?”


“The point is that we may not have enough to report the Stoneciphers right now, but that doesn’t mean we can’t get enough to report them in the future.”


“Interesting,” Elle said.


“Very,” I agreed. “You have an idea?”











Chapter 5


“I know you wouldn’t dream of having an epidural, but that’s not the only way you can ruin the birthing process. For instance, some mommies-to-be think that it’s okay to use things like nitrous oxide or Pitocin during labor. They think that those kinds of drugs are gentler and therefore acceptable, but that’s simply not the case. A proper, low intervention, natural birth does not allow for anything that hinders your ability to be fully present. Baby can sense that sort of thing. Baby knows if Mommy is not completely there when it enters the world. That’s why I gave birth to both of my children completely drug free.”


The second I heard this sanctimonious bullshit leave Alexandra Stonecipher’s mouth I realized that Riddhi and Elle had been right all along. Truth be told I used to think that their disdain for her was a bit overblown. That all changed when Izzy got pregnant. Alexandra Stonecipher, that judgmental taint, didn’t even offer us a congratulations. The moment she found out about the pregnancy she just jumped right in and started preaching and disapproving. I remember her words verbatim because I couldn’t believe she said them. I just stood there slack jawed as they spewed out of her thin-lipped butthole of a mouth. When I looked over at Izzy, I assumed I would find a similar expression on her face, but I didn’t. She wasn’t stunned at all, and when it came time to respond, she did so calmly and simply with just a hint of attitude.


“That’s not quite what I learned in med school,” she said.


It was an amazing reply, brief and biting.


I had some choice words to add, but Izzy gave my arm a squeeze that indicated she preferred I refrain, so I kept my mouth shut.


“Oh, so you don’t have a natural birthing plan?” Alexandra condescended.




“Well, I have a plan,” Izzy replied, picking up an hors d’oeuvre. “I plan on going to the hospital and doing what the OB tells me to.”


“I see, well I suppose a natural birth isn’t for everyone.”


“True, at least not anymore. I mean back before modern medicine I think it was all the rage.”


Alexandra responded to Izzy’s words as if they’d been a slap, first stunned then furious. She stomped off without a peep, suddenly eager to join her husband in a conversation about investments I didn’t understand with the Russian neighbors I barely see.


Impressed as usual with my bad ass wife, I laid a smooch on her cheek. She gave me one back, then casually returned her attention to the hors d’oeuvres table, declining to give the hostile exchange another thought. I didn’t let it go quite as easily. I scowled at the Stoneciphers at least six more times before the night concluded, and I’ve watched them like a hawk every day since.


***


For some reason this story, the origin of my disdain for the Stoneciphers, was running through my head while Riddhi laid out the plan. As a consequence, I missed the entire thing. I had no idea how we were going to snoop on the Stoneciphers.


“Sorry, can you repeat that?” I asked.


“What part?”


“All of it. The whole plan.”


Riddhi shook her head and exhaled in frustration.


“Yeah,” I nodded. “Sometimes I feel like that about me.”


Riddhi smiled despite herself then repeated everything. It didn’t take long. The basics of the plan were as follows: One, wait until the Stoneciphers leave. Two, grab the leash for Riddhi’s dog, Diva. Three, go outside holding the leash and randomly call Diva’s name so that it looks like we’re searching for her. Four, under the auspices of searching for the not-missing dog, snoop around the outside of the Stoneciphers’ house and see what we can find out. Five, arrive back at Riddhi’s with a bunch of dirt on the Stoneciphers.


It was a simple plan, but most good plans are.


Of course, good plans don’t always lead to good outcomes.











Chapter 6


We didn’t walk directly to the Stoneciphers’. That would have been too conspicuous. Three grown-ass adults making a beeline across a cul-de-sac draws attention—or at least we worried it would. Instead, we traced the perimeter: a right at the end of Riddhi and Ryan’s driveway, then past Izzy and my place, past Elle and Sota’s, past the Russians’, and past Tanner’s. We randomly called for Diva as we went—not loudly, but not softly either. The volume was key. So was the amount of concern in our voices. We had to find the right balance, evince enough distress to support our cover story, but not so much that it would result in a gaggle of neighbors coming outside to help us look. I think we succeeded. Evidently, Riddhi did as well. As soon as we arrived at the Stoneciphers’, she turned around and flashed a thumbs up, a goofy, childlike grin of success on her face.


I laughed.


Elle looked like she wanted to admonish both of us, but offered instructions instead: “Alright let’s split up, walk around the house and see if anything is visible through the windows.”


“Got it.”


“And make sure to call out for Diva every once and a while.”


“Diva!” Riddhi yelled.


“You don’t have to do it immediately.” Elle said, her eyes closed in frustration, her thumb and index finger pinching the bridge of her nose.


“Oh, right. Got it.” Riddhi replied, flashing me a wink. She took two more steps and then called out Diva’s name again. “Was that better?”


“Yes, so much better,” Elle answered through a begrudging laugh.




A smile on my face, I headed off toward the right side of the house. Riddhi went to the left. Elle went straight toward the front door.


I tried my best to proceed at a normal pace, but it was difficult. My strides just naturally quickened. We were about to acquire evidence of the Stoneciphers’ wrongdoings and that had me excited.


After I arrived at the side door to the garage, I called out for Diva then looked back to check on the progress of my coconspirators. Both Riddhi and Elle were still a few steps from the house. I must have been moving even quicker than I realized.


Calm your shit, Owen.


I took a deep breath, then another, then tried the side door to the garage. Half the neighborhood leaves their doors open like its Mayberry, so I figured there was a decent chance of success.


No dice. It was locked tight—the handle and two deadbolts.


Two deadbolts?


It was seriously fishy.


What are you up to, Stoneciphers?


I desperately wanted to know, but I wasn’t going to find out via that door, so I moved on. Proceeding through the side yard, I split the difference between the Stoneciphers’ house and Tanner’s in an effort to not look shifty. If I was honestly looking for a dog, I reasoned, then I wouldn’t be hugging one side or the other I’d be walking down the center. It was probably an unnecessary precaution, but whatever.


I kept my gaze fixed on the side of the Stoneciphers’ house as I went. It was fieldstone from top to bottom—gorgeous but odd. Something about it just hit the eye wrong, like looking at a poorly photoshopped picture.


“What’s weird about you, Wall?” I muttered quietly to myself as I walked.


“…” Wall replied.




Four steps later I muttered, “Shit.”


My right foot was soaked. I’d stepped into a low point of the yard, the area between houses where drainage gathers. It was cold and dirty and my sneakers had let it all soak through. Gross. I was tempted to take my shoe off on the spot, but I refrained.


You need your shoes on. Stay focused. Find the evidence.


I moved around the corner to the back of the house. Riddhi was already there.


“Anything?” I asked, while visually scanning the place.


“Nope. You?”


“Not really…Well… Maybe. I mean nothing concrete, but there is some stuff that seems off. Come here, check this out.”


I walked Riddhi back the way I had come.


“Does anything about this wall seem odd?”


“Yeah, it’s the sidewall of a garage and it’s made out of fieldstone—real fieldstone, not just a façade. You know how expensive that is? What an insane use of money.”


“That’s definitely correct, but that’s not it—at least not totally. There’s something else that’s off about it.”


“Sure, there’s no windows.”


“Yes! That’s it. Wait, no it’s not. Lots of garages don’t have windows.”


“True, but the Stoneciphers’ garage used to. They covered them up a few months back. Didn’t you notice when it happened?”


“No, but that’s around the time Lola was born. Those first six weeks I didn’t notice anything, I just survived.”


“I don’t miss that age.”


“Nope. Brutal.” I shook off the memory and plowed on. “Anyway, the solid wall isn’t the only weird thing, come over here and check this out.” I walked Riddhi to the side door. “Two deadbolts. What the hell is that about?”




“That is weird,” Riddhi said, with clear enthusiasm. “Like super weird. No one around here has the side door to their garage locked down like that?”


“Exactly.”


“They are so up to something. I knew it. I totally knew it. Do you think Izzy’s right, you think it’s drugs? I mean I can see it. And it lines up with what you saw last night. But I could also see it being something else. What if it’s like money laundering, or stolen goods, or—” Riddhi cut herself off with a gasp. Her face lit up with a mixture of excitement and fear. “Murder! Oh my God, Owen, what if it’s murder. You know what, now that I think about it, they seem super murder-y.”


I laughed. Then I stopped.


Shit, I thought, they do seem kind of murder-y.











Chapter 7


The idea went from laughable to plausible in the span of a breath. Maybe the Stoneciphers were homicidal maniacs. Why not? I mean homicidal maniacs are people, and the Stoneciphers are people. That’s not nothing.


Oh my God, yes, it is nothing. It is literally nothing. Keep it together, Owen. You’re losing it, man. Rein this in.


“The homicide hypothesis seems a bit rash,” I said to Riddhi. “I think we should try and avoid being impetuous.”


I didn’t mean to sound like an asshole, it just came out that way.


Riddhi was having none of it.


“Alright, three things,” she replied swiftly, her voice filled with a cartoonish amount of attitude. “One, don’t be a dick. B, a hypothesis is supposed to be a possible explanation based on the evidence you’ve got, so I don’t think it’s crazy of me to throw the idea of murder out there. And three, or C, or whatever, don’t use words like rash and impetuous. That’s Elle’s job. She’s supposed to be the smart, obnoxiously level-headed one. We can’t have two of those, it will throw off the whole group dynamic.”


“Yeah, I could hear the arrogant twat-iness in my voice as I said it.”


“I’d be surprised if you couldn’t. It was—”


A crash cut Riddhi off mid-sentence.


“What the fuck was that?!”


“Dunno.”


“It was close, huh? Not real close, but close.”


“Yeah.”


We paused and listened.


“Holy shit did you hear that?” A mixture of fear and uncertainty took hold of Riddhi’s face.




“Uh-uh.”


“It sounded like a scream. A muffled scream, but a scream.”


We waited for more.


Nothing.


Riddhi shook her head. “Maybe I’m just hearing things.”


“Yeah,” I said, with more confidence than I felt. “Probably.”


Looking for composure, Riddhi returned her attention to the Stoneciphers’ side door. “I’m not imagining this sound though. Listen.”


I moved closer to the door as suggested.


“You hear that?”


“What?”


“That loud fan noise.”


My eyes widened as the sound came to the fore.


“Yeah, I missed it at first too,” Riddhi said, reading the dawning comprehension on my face. “It just blended in.”


“What do you think it is?”


“Not sure. It sounds like some sort of industrial fan or something.”


“Maybe a massive AC unit?”


“Could be, but if it is, it’s a crappy one. It’s way too noisy.”


“Yeah, and the Stoneciphers would never purchase a low-quality version of anything,” I reasoned aloud. “So, if it is a fan, or AC, or whatever, it must be cooling off something serious, keeping things super cold.”


Riddhi gasped for the second time in five minutes.


“What?” I asked, confused.


“Think about it, Owen. Why would the Stoneciphers need some sort of massive cooling unit?”


“I don’t know.” I shrugged my shoulders. “Why?”


“To keep the dead bodies cold. Obv.”











Chapter 8


Riddhi’s suggestion was ridiculous, wildly speculative, irresponsible even. But I couldn’t quite laugh it off.


I put my ear directly against the side door in the hope that a closer listen might provide some insight into the origin of the noise. It didn’t. All I learned by smashing my cheek up against that metal door was that metal doors are hard.


“Owen,” Riddhi chided. “That’s not looking-for-the-dog behavior.”


“Alright, alright.”


I pulled my ear away from the door and stepped out into the side yard. Riddhi moved in the same direction.


“Diva,” she called out with appropriately moderate intensity.


“Diva,” I echoed.


Then came a different call, one that stood in stark contrast to the restrained efforts of Riddhi and I, one that was laden with legitimate concern for a lost pet.


“Diva, girl! Where are you? Come on out!”


Riddhi looked over at me, an oh-shit expression on her face. Within a second she was calling out to her husband, running in his direction, waving her hands over her head.


“Ryan! Babe! Ryan, over here,” she cried out.


Ryan took no notice. It wasn’t malicious, he wasn’t intentionally ignoring his wife, he was just focused on finding Diva. Ryan loves that little dog. He doesn’t like to admit it, but he does. He wanted a large, stoic, masculine creature—a Great Dane, a Wolfhound, a Newfoundland. What Riddhi brought home was Diva: a throw pillow magicked into a canine. I was there when the puppy arrived. Ryan tried to act disappointed, but you could tell his heart wasn’t in it. That fluffy, smashed-face, little monster won him over the second it came in the door. He will do anything for that dog. If Riddhi didn’t get to him quickly there would be trouble. He’d have the entire neighborhood out looking.


“Ryan! Ryan! Hold up. Let me talk to—” Riddhi gave up mid-sentence. The opportunity for intervention had passed. Ryan was already speaking with the Peabodys, Tanner, and a couple I didn’t recognize. Even the Russians were headed over, Boris’s stride uneven, Natasha’s long and graceful. It turns out we live in a nice area where authentic cries for a missing pet result in numerous offers of assistance.


Stupid neighborliness. Sometimes helpfulness is so unhelpful.


Riddhi slowed once she realized it was too late. I caught up with her before she got to the group.


Riddhi, this is bad, I thought but didn’t say. What good would it have done? She could see that it was bad. Helen Keller could see that it was bad. I took a beat to come up with something constructive.


“We need a distraction,” I said.


“Good idea. I’ll lead them away. You go get Diva out of the house then track us down and act like you found her.”


“Sounds good…Wait. No. It’s your house you shou—”


“Ryan, hey, babe.” Riddhi cut me off. She had to. We were within a couple of yards of the group. “I didn’t think you were getting home until late.”


“The meeting got canceled,” Ryan explained succinctly, his mind plainly preoccupied with finding the dog. “I heard you guys calling for Diva when I got out of the car. What happened? How did she get out?”


“You know it was the weirdest thing, I opened the door to go get the mail and she saw a vole and she just took off after it.”


A vole. Seriously? Come on, Riddhi.


“Okay, which way did she run?” Ryan asked, his face as earnest as ever.




“Her collar, did she have this on?” Natasha followed up, the tone of her heavily accented voice even more grave than Ryan’s.


“Yeah, I’m pretty sure she had her collar on, and she went that way.” Riddhi pointed vaguely into the middle distance.


The entire search party traced the trajectory of her finger with their eyes, peering off into the dusk in the hope of spotting the lost animal. A couple of seconds later, their visual inspection having yielded no results, the group started to walk in the indicated direction.


Riddhi hung back from the group to boast. “Oh my God, I’m so good. What was that, thirty seconds? Thirty seconds to divert the entire search party. I’m operating on an entirely different level right now.”


“Yes, your vole ruse was a real winner.”


“Thank you.” Riddhi smiled, ignoring my sarcasm.


“Babe, come on.” Ryan interrupted from thirty yards ahead, urging us to catch up. “Owen, you too.”


“I’m on my way, hon. Owen has to stay here though. He’s watching Lola and he has to stay within the baby monitor’s range, so he can’t leave the area.”


“Of course. That works well actually, he’ll be here if Diva comes back.”


“Yeah,” I said, flashing a thumbs up. “I’ll keep looking around here and I’ll give you a call if I find her.”


Ryan nodded then turned and continued with the search. Riddhi jogged off to catch up with him. I headed toward their house, feeling better about the current state of affairs with each step.


We’re almost in the clear, I thought. All I have to do is pop in, grab the dog, pop back out, and then make a call. This investigating business is cake. Maybe I really should be a detective.


I took a few more steps and thought some more.


Well… Maybe not. I mean this first snooping effort has had a hiccup or two. I am sneaking into a friend’s house to grab a dog that’s not missing, so we can pretend that it was missing, while that same friend is out leading the neighborhood on a fake search. Meanwhile my other friend is… My other friend is… Wait. Where the fuck is Elle?
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