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Kiarra Matheson smiled like the cat that ate the canary as she sat comfortably in the leather, passenger seat of her husband’s BMW XM. The world outside the window drifted by in shades of gold and rust, the late-autumn sunlight filtering through the thinning trees like liquid fire. She couldn’t help glancing over at Shaun every few minutes, still not quite believing he was hers. Finally, legally, completely.

She looked down at the five-carat cushion-cut diamond that caught the light every time she moved her hand. It was heavy, brilliant, real. So was he. Broad shoulders relaxed, one hand on the wheel, the other tapping the rhythm of a song only he could hear. Her heart gave that little flutter again, the kind that never failed to remind her how safe she felt beside him.

“What’s my wife thinking about?” Shaun asked, pulling her from her thoughts. 

He turned just enough for their eyes to meet, a playful smirk spreading across his lips.

“About how sexy my husband is,” she teased, turning her head just in time to catch the cutest dimple that formed in his cheek whenever he smiled.

“Must be a lucky man.”

“Must be.”

Shaun chuckled, shaking his head. “Can’t believe it’s only been a week.”

“I know,” Kiarra said softly, watching a pair of kids jump into a pile of leaves in someone’s yard. “Feels like forever already.”

The quiet that settled between them wasn’t awkward; it was warm. Familiar. The kind of silence that made a house feel like home.

They passed manicured lawns and porches adorned with pumpkins and It’s Fall, Y’all signs. The neighborhood looked exactly how Kiarra imagined a fresh start should. Clean, calm, unbothered. You couldn’t tell that behind the next row of trees, the main road still pulsed with city noise. Here, the loudest thing was the crunch of leaves under passing tires.

It had taken them almost five years to get here. Five years of saving, scraping, rebuilding, forgiving. Five years of proving to everyone, including themselves, that they could make it work. Especially after Shaun’s past.

She glanced at him again, at the tiny scar near his temple and the faint tattoo that peeked from beneath his sleeve. He wasn’t the man he’d been when they met. Back then, his laugh had been edged with something sharp, defensive. Now, it was softer. Hopeful. He’d done his time. Paid for his mistakes. And with her, he’d built something new.

Their wedding had been perfect. Not the fairytale kind with crystal chandeliers and imported roses, but the kind that felt real. Her sister and best friends behind her, their families smiling from the pews, a playlist of love songs that made her cry during every fitting. When she said “I do,” she’d never meant anything more in her life.

And the honeymoon! God, the honeymoon. Seven days of sun and water and late-night whispers. Enjoying the moments while making big plans for their future. They’d already proven what they’d known all along; there was nothing they couldn’t accomplish together.

No alarms. No bills. Just them, floating between reality and paradise. He’d surprised her with private dinners and new adventures every day. It was the happiest she’d ever been. It was something she’d secretly thought would always be a fantasy. People that grew up where they did, surrounded by poverty and crime didn’t take trips like that.

Now, as the GPS announced their street, Kiarra felt a mix of sadness and excitement. Back to real life. Back to their cute little house they’d bought just before the wedding. It still smelled like paint and promise, not yet fully furnished, but filled with dreams. 

Shaun pulled into the driveway and parked in the garage. The engine cut off, leaving only the muffled hum of the cooling car. Kiarra let out a small sigh, the kind that comes when a perfect trip finally ends.

“Home sweet home,” he said, grabbing their matching suitcases from the trunk.

“Smells like dust and emptiness.” She laughed, stepping into the kitchen. 

Then she froze.

Shaun bumped into her back. 

“What’s—”

“Shhh.”

She lifted a hand, her expression tightening. There was something in the air. Not visible, but there. The faintest trace of cologne and cigarette smoke. Not her husband’s clean, woodsy scent; something older. Spicy. Overpowering.

Shaun’s face shifted from confusion to focus. Without a word, he released his hold on the suitcases and stepped in front of her, protective instinct taking over.

“Kiarra, go wait in the car.”

She started to argue, but his tone told her not to. 

“Go.”

Her pulse spiked. She backed into the garage, her mind spinning. He kept a gun in the glove box. Maybe she should grab it, just in case. Her trembling fingers struggled with the latch before it finally popped open. She stared at the weapon lying there, cold and heavy, and realized she didn’t even know how to use it.

Inside the house, a floorboard creaked. Then another. Wondering if he should have grabbed the gun from the car, Shaun grabbed a knife from the block on the counter before crossing over into the hallway.

He heard a floorboard creak above his head, then footsteps coming down the stairs. He frowned, his heartrate increasing as he prepared to defend his home. Hopefully there was only one intruder that he could catch off-guard and overpower.

Pressing his back against the wall around the corner from the stairs, Shaun gripped the knife tightly in his sweaty palm. 

Suddenly hearing a loud thud from inside, Kiarra reached into the glove box and grabbed the gun, gripping it in her hand while rushing back into the kitchen, her knees knocking as she did.

“Shaun?” she called, her voice hesitant.

No answer.

Her fingers clenched the gun tighter as she moved cautiously into the living room. The floorboards groaned under her weight, each sound amplified in the quiet. Then she saw it.

The body of an older white man lying at Shaun’s feet, blood slowly dripping to the floor from the knife that Shaun held in his hand.

Her heart thudded and her stomach dropped.

“He... I thought he—”

“He’s dead,” she said, voice flat, feeling like the world was folding around her.

Shaun’s hands trembled until the knife fell to the floor. Recognition registered for the couple as they stared down at Dave, their neighbor. Dave had been nosy, judgmental. A self-appointed neighborhood watchman. He’d even looked Shaun up online, bragging about it to the neighbors. Maybe he’d broken in to “check” on them, maybe to snoop. Either way, it didn’t matter now.

“We gotta call the police,” she said, reaching into the pocket of her cranberry-colored sweatshirt.

“I—I could go to jail... forever.” His voice cracked under the weight of that truth.

“He was in our house, uninvited. It was a misunderstanding. An accident,” she reminded him.

“Kiarra, he’s an old, white man in a predominately white neighborhood, we’re the only black people on this block and I’m an ex-con. In what world do I walk away from this without doing time?”

He was right. Regardless of the truth, the American justice system didn’t have the reputation of being fair and understanding to black men. 

Kiarra didn’t hesitate. She looked down at the man who had once lived next door, now still on their living room floor. He had been human, flesh and blood, and now he was just a problem. And yet, she knew what they had to do. But she noticed something... odd.

“Did you get hurt?” she asked as Shaun leaned against the wall, his hand pressed against the side of his abdomen.

“I’m just winded,” he lied.

“You sure? There’s blood on your shirt.”

“Must be his,” he quickly replied.

Kiarra decided to take her husband at his word and do what had to be done. Together, they moved the body. A PVC shower curtain liner, trash bags, yellow rubber gloves, the cold, metallic smell of death. Kiarra’s hands shook as she helped Shaun, the adrenaline masking the nausea twisting in her gut. They buried him in the woods behind the house, and then returned to finish the clean-up.

Bleaching, scrubbing and bleaching again, the blood appeared to be gone but Kiarra continued to scrub as Shaun drove miles away. He needed to get rid of the trash in the right place. Somewhere that he wouldn’t stand out.

Kiarra paced anxiously as she awaited her husband’s return. Her stomach was in knots, her heart racing as every possibility of what was taking him so long raced through her mind. She couldn’t call since he’d left his phone at home. They’d both agreed that would be best so that if the question of their whereabouts were ever raised, their phones would show that they were at home together. Not dumping evidence of a cover up.

She nearly jumped out of her skin as the doorbell chimed. Shaun wouldn’t be at the door ringing the bell so who could it be? Taking her phone from her pocket and checking the camera that looked out onto the front porch, she rolled her eyes and sighed as Dave’s wife Rita stood there, anxiously wringing her hands in and out of one another.

“Shit,” Kiarra cursed under her breath.

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly as she tried to calm her nerves. Rita rang the bell again, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Kiarra wiped her sweaty palms against her jeans while making her way over to the door.

“Hey,” she said with a shaky smile, avoiding Rita’s questioning green eyes. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m looking for my husband, Dave,” Rita explained.

Kiarra’s eyebrows furrowed.

“Ummm, we just got home. Why would he be here?” she asked, trying not to come off aggressive or accusing.

“He thought he saw water coming from the garage and he knew that the kitchen used to flood a lot when the Myers’ lived here, so he came over to check it out.”

“Oh, ummm, we must have missed him.”

“It’s been a couple of hours now,” Rita said, craning her neck in an attempt to look past Kiarra. “Are you sure he’s not here?” 

“Yes,” Kiarra coolly answered, not recalling any water being in the garage or driveway.

What had Dave really been up to?

“Is your husband here? Maybe he saw Dave.”

Kiarra cleared her throat and took in a slow deep breath while thinking of a response.

“He went to pick up takeout,” she said, nodding her head. “Just not ready to start cooking again just yet.”

Dave had been the definition of a nosy neighbor. He patrolled the neighborhood, looking for infractions and violations. He’d even looked Kiarra and Shaun up on a background checking website. He’d been shocked to find that Shaun was an ex-convict who had served time for trafficking with intent to distribute. 

That wasn’t the kind of unsavory character that he wanted in his neighborhood, let alone next door. This was a safe little cul-de-sac and he intended to keep it that way. He knew that the newlyweds were out of town for a week, so he’d crept in to find out just what they were up to. If he found any signs of Shaun’s past, he’d planned to call the police and have him locked back up. What Dave hadn’t planned to find was Shaun waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs with a knife.

He could have sworn that they weren’t due to return until the following day. He’d tried
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