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      On a dark and cloistered evening in late May, Julian Tremble put away the last of his artificial snails and sealed the old oak cabinet.

      Tremble promptly disappeared. Neither his wife, Macey, nor his two adult children, Shelly and Carl, had the first idea about where he might have gone.

      Next morning, I was first on the scene, as they say, but then I technically wasn’t operating in an official capacity. I’d been a cop for a few too many years, but blew out my knee in a social football game in 2018 and by the time I could functionally walk again, I was over the whole bureaucracy.

      Sitting in a recliner chair for months, interspersed with hour and two-hour long rehab sessions give you some perspective, I can tell you.

      Plenty of time to be with your own thoughts and consider things. People pay thousands to go on mountain retreats to find themselves, but sometimes, it seems to me, a debilitating injury might be all you need.

      It was early morning when I pulled up out front of the Tremble’s place. There had been squalls through the night, but the sun was poking through the Camouflage Mountains, sending glorious beams across the city. The air was cool and crisp and the neighborhood sparkled with the remnants of the rain. Days like that make me feel glad to be alive.

      The Trembles’ place was a two-story bungalow. The front yard was manicured as if with actual nail scissors. The grass was so uniform it might have come out of one of those machines that makes turf for field hockey. There were rows of flowers. Pansies and petunias, I guessed. A couple of small trimmed lavender bushes out front. A big old oak that, if it fell in a storm, would have torn the house in half.

      There was no fence, in keeping with the street. The house was constructed from mortared rough gray stone blocks. The veranda stretched from the double garage, across in front of the entry door, and, I assumed, the living room. There were pot plants and a swing seat. A pretty nice place. Sure showed up my little duplex down in Federville.

      I’d made detective, after all those years. That facility for noticing details stuck with me. It better have, now that I was trying to rake in the occasional dime privately.

      Private eye. Sounds fancy, but mostly it’s just scutwork. Going over documents and doing background checks on recalcitrant spouses.

      My guess, that was what this was going to shape up into. Guy decides he’s done and just takes off.

      A couple went by, with a young black lab on leash. The man waved over at me and I waved back. He glanced at my car, an ageing blue Mustang that needed a tune-up, some rust taken care of, and tire rotation. Or probably a full set of new tires. That glance could have been admiration—just about all Mustangs kind of command a little respect. Could have been disappointment at the shape the old girl was in.

      I touched the lit-up doorbell button and heard a series of almost Medieval chimes sound inside. The front door was glass, with an etching of a stag standing on mountainous ground. The stag’s antlers were remarkable.

      Macey Tremble answered the door. She smiled. She was wearing running tights, new Nikes on her feet, with a small top and a light jacket over. On her head she had a ball cap—Cardinals—with a long black ponytail poking out through the adjustment strap. Macey Tremble was in her mid-forties, and she looked as if she spent half the day running.

      The sweet smell of cheese scones wafted around her.

      “Mrs. Tremble?” I said. “I’m Gus Mindell. You called.”

      “Macey, please,” she said, looking me up and down.

      I was wearing my regular outfit. Jeans over black cowboy boots, a plain white T with a black sports blazer over the top. I liked to think it was smart-casual, and that it showed that I could well be a P.I.

      “Thank you for coming,” Macey said. Her voice was soft and welcoming. She could have done newscasting, or narrated audiobooks. There was a hint of the South in her vowels.

      “Tell me about your husband,” I said.

      The cops won’t come out for a missing person until a certain period has elapsed. The shows say it’s twenty-four hours, but there’s some variance in that, of course. Depends on a whole bunch of things.

      Out on the street, a red SUV trundled by. Someone on their way to work. Suburbia continued its rhythm.

      “Come in,” Macey said. “I’ll tell you.”

      I followed her into the house’s wide foyer. There was fine wood paneling and a set of stairs with white carpet leading up. Photographs on the walls. Family and places. The Half Dome in Yosemite, the Eiffel Tower, a big white temple that might have been the Taj Mahal half-lost in the haze.

      A glass-faced cabinet stood on the left and I imagined that this was the sealed cabinet that Macey had described to me in her call.

      “This is just one of them,” Macey said, reading my thoughts. “The one he was working on is in his study. Out back.”

      “Okay.” I crouched to the cabinet. It was filled with a veritable bestiary.

      Snails.

      Big and small. Colorful.

      Lifelike.

      They were perhaps slightly larger than life-sized. With shiny shells and curved, fat bodies. Their little eye antennas were stiff and long. The bodies were mostly gray-brown, and the shells ranged from almost black to almost white. The details on them were extraordinary. If I hadn’t known that Julian had been a model maker I would have believed these to be the real thing. Somehow frozen in a moment.

      Some were creeping along the shelves and some were up on branches, their bodies curled around in short helixes holding them in place.

      There were slugs too.

      “Gastropods,” I said.

      “Oh, you know that,” Macey said. “Most people just think that they’re yucky garden pests. Me included.”

      “Well, there is that, but there’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”

      “There is. I hate them when they get into the lettuce patch, but they’re the most diverse creatures on Earth after the insects.”

      “They’re not insects?” I said. I’d looked up gastropods, but hadn’t gone much deeper. “I just thought...”

      And of course I thought in that moment that they couldn’t be insects, could they? Six legs and wings, wasn’t that what defined insects? No, there had to be more than that. Centipedes had many more than six legs, and didn’t fly.

      “Arthropods,” Macey said. “Insects. There is a whole group of people who pursue these models with those too. The models creep plenty of people out.” She gave a shake of her head.

      “I bet. I thought that you only got to see things like this in museums.”

      “That’s where the best craftspeople send their creations. On commission. Though many of the bigger museums have their own in-house staff. Let me show you Julian’s study.”

      Macey turned and headed off along the hallway.

      “I tolerate his hobby,” she said. “Though from time to time he sells them and makes good money.”

      I followed. The carpet was thick and new. The sweet smell of the scones permeated the air. I was growing hungry just breathing.

      “When did you realize he was missing?” I said.

      “Around eleven last evening. Usually he comes in from his work before ten, though I know not to disturb him. We have a hot chocolate and we talk a while before retiring.”

      “And you left me a message at two in the AM.”

      “I did.”

      “I take it that you called the police right away when you realized that he was missing.”

      “Of course.”

      “And they said?”

      “Well, I knew what they would say. That I should wait twenty-four hours and then call.”

      “Most people show up.”

      “They do. That’s what they said. The young woman was very good. She did her best to reassure me. There was nothing dismissive about it at all, which was what I kind of expected.”

      “Some of the operators are quite amazing.”

      “Oh, yes.”

      We reached the kitchen. Well-appointed, with white tiling and new appliances and a wide kitchen island set below a rack supporting numerous silvery pots and an array of cooking utensils.

      Macy guided me out through the back door, onto a wide patio.

      The backyard was in a similarly immaculate state. Tidy, trimmed bushes. A small pergola. Grass cut with quarter-inch precision. In the back corner stood a boxy white shack with double doors and windows on the front. For some reason it made me think of Walden, where Thoreau wrote his treatise or manifesto or whatever you call it. I’ve tried to read it a couple of times, but I’ve found it dense and circular. Too smart for me.

      Macey unlocked the doors—French doors I guessed—and we stepped in.

      There was a small work desk against the back wall, with two unlit Anglepoise lamps above. Either side of the knee well, the desk had drawers. Five on each side. Presumably filled with Julian’s tools and supplies for making his little gastropod marvels.

      A block of black polymer clay lay on the desk, next to a couple of thin-bladed scalpels. On a flexible arm stood a wide magnifying glass with a white plastic surround. The kind of thing you could position between the work and your eyes for a really detailed view. It probably had lights too.

      The rest of the walls of the Walden shack were filled with glass-fronted shelves, floor to ceiling.

      Holding with all manner of gastropods. Huge slimy slugs creeping across leaves, trumpet-shelled snails with fat antennae, odd, glutinous blobby things I didn’t recognize.

      They were all incredibly well-made.

      “Surely Julian is among the premier makers?” I said.

      “Yes. That’s how the trouble has emerged I suppose.”

      “Trouble?”

      Perhaps now we were starting to get to the heart of the matter.

      “Well,” Macey said, “I shouldn’t really say, but there are groups of the makers. Little clubs, I suppose.”

      “You mentioned that. With the arthropods.”

      Macey smiled. It was a winning, charming smile. A guy could fall for that easy
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