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Roland “Beanie” Bean stared at the email on his computer sent to him

several minutes ago from Vivian Thomas-Bronson, his boss, the Managing

Editor of the Palmchat Gazette, the award-winning newspaper where he

worked as an investigative reporter.

Need Davenport story before end of day
Beanie typed a reply, letting Vivian know he’d completed the story and

was sending it to her as an attachment. After receiving confirmation that

his boss had received the article, he leaned back in the creaky leather chair

behind his small desk in his tiny cubicle.

The Davenport story was a detailed timeline of events surrounding the

sentencing trial of Belinda Davenport, a St. Killian socialite and boutique

owner accused of murder. Several months ago, Belinda had been found

guilty, but the punishment phase of her trial had wrapped up yesterday. A

jury of Belinda’s peers had decided she should spend the next fifteen years

in prison.

Beanie had been in the courtroom when the sentence was handed down.

His heart slamming, he’d kept his focus on Belinda, standing next to her

team of high powered, high-priced lawyers. As the judge recited the

number of years the mother of three would spend in prison, Beanie felt

apprehensive. His testimony, among many others, including Belinda’s



husband, Bob—notably absent from the hearing—had been instrumental in

securing Belinda’s conviction. For one bizarre moment, Beanie imagined

Belinda looking over her shoulder at him, giving him the evil eye, and

mouthing that she would put him in the dirt for testifying against her.

He’d worried for nothing. Belinda showed no emotion when her fate

was sealed. Just as she had been when the verdict in her murder trial was

read, Belinda was expressionless.

Beanie dragged a hand down his face, thinking about the story: EASTER

EGG HUNT KILLER GETS FIFTEEN YEARS. Despite being a crucial part

of the narrative, Beanie hadn’t wanted to write the story. Belinda

Davenport had almost killed him, but Vivian believed his near demise made

for great copy. She was probably right. The Easter egg hunt murder articles

were still trending.

Nevertheless, Beanie thought the sentencing trial would be a good

assignment for the Palmchat Gazette’s new intern, Joshua Howard. A

journalism major at the University of St. Killian, Joshua was smart, scrappy,

always eager, and willing to help Beanie with anything he needed, no

matter how menial or seemingly trivial. The kid reminded Beanie of

himself. When he’d interned at the Palmchat Gazette, Beanie had been

flexible, adaptable, and ambitious. He’d wanted to soak up as much real-life

experience and knowledge about the newspaper business as he possibly

could. From day one, two months ago, Joshua had been the same way.

Vivian had agreed to allow Joshua to shadow Beanie and write the

article, with Beanie’s supervision. The intern had been beyond excited for

the opportunity.

Or so Beanie had thought.

Two days ago, on Monday, he and Joshua had discussed background

details about the story. Over lunch at Beanie’s favorite food truck in

Pourciau Square—which also happened to be a fav of Joshua’s—they

brainstormed approaches and angles for the article. On Tuesday, he and

Joshua planned to drive to the courthouse together, but the intern hadn’t

shown up to work. Beanie had called and texted several times to no avail.

Beanie had finally given up and headed to the sentencing proceedings

without the intern. Sitting in the courtroom gallery, Beanie continued to

surreptitiously text the intern. Realizing Joshua had ghosted him, Beanie
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accessed his note-taking app to jot down details for the story. He couldn’t

believe Joshua had pulled a ‘no-call, no-show.’ The intern had always been

dependable. Reliable. Despite having a second job at a local delivery

company, Joshua had never missed his shift at the newspaper before.

Beanie sat forward. Actually, that wasn’t right. Joshua had called in sick

once. But the point was, he’d called Beanie to let him know he wouldn’t be

at work. Beanie glanced at the clock on his computer. Almost six o’clock.

Wednesday was winding down. Once again, for the second day in a row,

Joshua hadn’t called or shown up at the Palmchat Gazette.
As a result, Beanie was forced to write the article on Belinda’s

sentencing because Joshua had flaked out on him. Beanie sighed. Didn’t

make sense that Joshua would blow off an assignment, especially a story

he’d been stoked to write. Beanie hated to think he might have been wrong

about the kid. He liked Joshua. The student was pleasant and attentive.

Always in a good mood, but also serious about learning how to be a great

reporter.

Though Joshua received assignments from all of the staff reporters,

Beanie had taken the student under his wing, and thus, Joshua was referred

to as “his intern.” Unofficially, he’d been showing Joshua the ropes, guiding

him, giving him pointers, and answering all of his questions. Beanie didn’t

mind being a mentor to a guy he’d bonded with, felt connected to, and

genuinely liked.

Now Beanie worried he’d been wrong about the intern. He hoped the

kid wasn’t a flake. Joshua’s interest in reporting for the Palmchat Gazette
seemed real, and Beanie wanted to help him secure a permanent position.

But maybe the kid wasn’t really committed. Or was only pretending to be

interested.

Turning to his computer, Beanie closed the files he’d been working on

and powered down the machine.

If Joshua was having some personal problems that prevented him from

working, then Beanie could understand. The intern just needed to be

honest. But if the kid didn’t want to be a reporter, then Beanie supposed

that was fine, too. Again, he just wanted Joshua to be straight with him.

Determined to get answers, Beanie planned to call the intern.

But, contacting Joshua Howard was on his to-do list for tomorrow.
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Making a note on his desk calendar, Beanie glanced at today’s date.

October 31. Halloween. The night for ghosts and goblins and all things

scary and spooky. Grabbing his keys and phone, Beanie left his cubicle,

thinking about the evening ahead, looking forward to taking his kids trick-

or-treating.

“Daddy! Daddy!”

Beanie smiled at his boys, Ethan, and Evan, as they ran into the

kitchen, squealing and laughing, dressed for an evening of tricks or treats.

Four-year-old Ethan, who’d decided to be a Caribbean pirate, complete

with an eyepatch and a fake sword, lunged at him. “En garde, daddy!

Argh!”

Laughing, Beanie pretended to feint with his oldest son, dashing back

and forth around the kitchen as Ethan chased him, demanding that Beanie

walk the plank. The kid looked more like a cross between Captain Jack

Sparrow and Captain Morgan than Blackbeard, but Beanie had to smile.

The little swashbuckler was beyond cute. Evan, the two-year-old, was a

little T-Rex, waddling around, giggling, and following his brother,

mimicking Ethan.

“I surrender! I surrender!” said Beanie, chuckling. Dropping to his

knees, he held his hands up. The boys converged on him with hugs that

made Beanie’s heart swell with indescribable love and joy. Kissing his boys’

foreheads, Beanie pulled them closer to him, squeezing them tightly.

“You guys ready to go trick-or-treating?” asked Beanie, thinking about

the wonderful memories he would make with his boys tonight.

“Yes!” the boys chorused in raucous delight. “Come on, daddy! Let’s go!

Come on!”

“Wait, wait, before you go …” The melodic voice of Beanie’s wife

reached the kitchen before she did, dressed as, ironically, a mummy. Beanie

smiled at his wife’s costume, giving her a suggestive wink. The frayed straps

of white fabric wound around her body couldn’t hide her slim curves.

Beanie couldn’t wait to unwrap her, later when the boys were tuckered out

and fast asleep and enjoy his very own Halloween treat.
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“We have to get pictures!” said Noelle, returning the wink before turning

her attention to the boys. “And some video!”

For the next ten minutes, Beanie and the boys created various poses,

directed by Noelle, and then documented their excitement about trick-or-

treating. After Noelle finally put the phone down, she gave the boys plastic

child-sized pails decorated like orange pumpkins to collect candy. Then she

dispensed behavioral instructions, sinking to her knees in front of the boys

to admonish them about holding Beanie’s hand at all times, and making

sure they didn’t run away from Beanie.

The boys nodded solemnly, but Beanie knew the kiddos were getting

restless when Ethan said, “Okay, mommy, can we go now? They will run

out of candy if we don’t hurry!”

“Please, mommy, can we go?” pleaded little Evan, his lower lip

trembling.

As she hugged the boys, Noelle glanced up at Beanie. The unshed tears

in his wife’s eyes nearly broke his heart. Noelle was overprotective, which

was an understatement, and Beanie worked overtime to put her mind at

ease and her fears to rest.

As his wife rose to her feet, she gave him a small smile.

Beanie told the boys to run to the door and wait for him. Alone with

Noelle, Beanie grabbed his wife’s hands and said, “It’s gonna be okay, Elle. I

promise, babe. We’re going to be careful, and we’re only trick-or-treating

on our street with our neighbors that we know. And trust.”

Nodding, Noelle pulled one hand from his to brush a strip of fabric

from her face. Looking up at him, she said, “I know everything is going to

be okay, and you’re going to have a good time.”

“Wish you could come with us,” said Beanie, and he stole a quick kiss.

“Me, too,” said Noelle. “But I have to stay here and pass out candy to

everybody else’s kids, and I’m totally fine with that, it’s just …”

“Just what?”

Noelle shook her head. “Nothing. It’s silly.”

“What’s silly?” asked Beanie, sensing that something was troubling his

wife. “Tell me.”

“Something Old Wilson told me.” Noelle exhaled. “He was talking about

some wolf that people in the neighborhood have seen.”
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Beanie groaned inwardly. He wished Noelle wouldn’t talk to “Old

Wilson” as their neighbor Edward Wilson was known, but avoiding the

nosy widower was impossible. The septuagenarian always had some wild,

implausible story designed to cause unnecessary fear and worry.

Beanie sighed. “Babe, there’s no wolf on this island.”

“But Old Wilson said the wolf bit Mrs. Washington.”

Shaking his head, Beanie said, “I doubt that.”

Noelle said, “But—”

“Daddy, daddy!” Shouted Ethan and Evan as they ran back into the

kitchen. “Come on! We want to trick or treat! Let’s go!”

Beanie laughed, allowing the boys to push and pull him out of the

kitchen, down the hall, and into the living room. Noelle followed them,

repeating her safety instructions, which Beanie thought were unnecessary.

Of course, he was going to make sure his little guys were safe. Part of

Beanie was more than a little peeved that his wife felt the need to tell him

how to take care of their kids, but he wasn’t going to let her smothering

ruin the evening.

He picked up Evan, grabbed Ethan’s hand, and after a cursory kiss on his

wife’s cheek, he left the house, determined to make sure his boys had a great

Halloween.
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“Remember what Mommy said,” Beanie called to the boys, who ran ahead

of him along the wide sidewalk paved between the green manicured lawns

of the modest single-family homes in Oyster Farms. Comprised of one-

story bungalows painted pastel colors with white trim, the enclave was

populated with a mix of white, blue, and pink-collar workers with a

smattering of retirees.

“Don’t run too far away from Daddy,” instructed Beanie, though he

wasn’t worried about losing sight of his kids, or them running out into the

street and getting hit by a car, or anything catastrophic. His little tykes were

two of what looked like a hundred kids milling about, laughing, and

squealing, and carefree. And there seemed to be just as many adults

supervising and keeping an eye on the kiddos. Beanie felt secure that his

boys were safe. He didn’t need to hover.

Still, when he and the boys had walked out of the house, Beanie carried

little Evan in his arms and held Ethan’s hand. He’d known Noelle was

watching. Worrying. After they’d visited the first three houses and had

walked some distance from their corner house at the beginning of Dolphin

Lane, Beanie had put Evan down and released Ethan’s hand. Untethered

and unrestrained, the boys alternated between running and skipping and

hopping in front of him. Ethan, his little dervish, was wild and rowdy. Evan,



the baby, waddled along, encumbered by his T-Rex costume, but giggling

and squealing, determined to keep up with his brother. Now and then, the

boys would turn and run back to him, commanding him to hurry, pulling

him along to the next house.

Hands in the pockets of his jeans, Beanie smiled to himself as Ethan

brandished his sword at the other kids he and his little brother came in

contact with, challenging them to “en garde,” laughing with his

neighborhood friends.

Dozens of other families were out, enjoying the balmy atmosphere and

the cool, salty ocean breeze. Those who didn’t have little ones were giving

out candy, standing on their porches, dispensing sweets. It was a nice night

for trick-or-treating.

Strolling along, Beanie reflected on the neighborhood. The three-

bedroom house he shared with Noelle was nicer than the two-bedroom

house where he and his twin sister Robyn had grown up. Their Dolphin

Lane bungalow had been newly constructed by a home builder who’d

purchased a large tract of untamed jungle. Unofficially, it was referred to as

“new Oyster Farms,” but Beanie didn’t think it merited the designation just

because the houses had been built twenty years after the original track

houses were built.

At one time, Beanie had contemplated leaving Oyster Farms. Not that he

and Noelle had the finances to pull up stakes. But he’d dreamed of one day

making a residential upgrade. Beanie hoped to write a true-crime book

detailing a high-profile case he’d covered about an engineer who’d been

decapitated. Noelle was thinking of teaching full-time at the university.

Career advancement would bring the money they needed to move on up.

Montmarch, the enclave of the superrich and one percent, was out of

the question—unless they won the lottery. Avalon Estates had once been on

his list. But not anymore.

When he’d discovered a dead body at an Avalon Estates mansion during

an Easter egg hunt earlier that year, Beanie had changed his mind about the

luxurious neighborhood. The exclusive suburb was worse than Peyton

Place. Too many secrets and lies.

For now, he and his family would stay put in Oyster Farms.

Minutes later, Beanie herded the boys up the flagstone path to the front
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porch of Old Wilson, dressed like Gandalf the Gray from the Lord of the

Rings. Standing behind a large barrel of candy, the man known as the most

prolific gossip in the neighborhood encouraged the kids to take as much

candy as they desired. Naturally, Ethan used both hands to fill his pail,

laughing and jostling with other neighborhood boys his age. Beanie lifted

Evan in the air and picked out a few pieces for the little one.

“No, let me do it, Daddy!” Protested Evan, squirming in Beanie’s arms.

Laughing, Old Wilson said, “How about I hold your pail while your

daddy holds you over the barrel and you can dig in?”

Evan clapped his hands, obviously excited by Old Wilson’s idea, which

Beanie appreciated. Carefully holding his youngest over the barrel, Beanie

laughed as Evan’s little fingers grasped the candy.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” said Old Wilson, his voice lowered

beneath the squeals and laughter of the children converged around the

barrel.

“What’s that?” asked Beanie as Evan plunged his hands into the sea of

plastic-wrapped candy pieces.

“You heard about the wolf, right?” asked Old Wilson, whispering the

words from the side of his mouth.

Beanie suppressed an annoyed exhale as he moved Evan away from the

barrel, ignoring the little guy’s protests, and put him on the ground.

“Is it really a wolf?” asked Beanie.

“Daddy, I want to get candy!” said Evan, pulling on Beanie’s jeans.

“Oh, for sure, it’s a wolf,” said Old Wilson.

Taking Evan’s pail of candy from Old Wilson, Beanie crouched in front

of his son and gave it to him. “Here’s your candy, little man.”

“Thank you, Daddy!” Evan smiled.

Rising to his feet, Beanie asked Old Wilson, “Did you see the wolf?”

“Didn’t have to see it,” said Old Wilson. “Heard about what it did.

Attacked Mrs. Washington. Lunged at her and bit her wrist while she was

walking her cat the other night.”

“Walking her cat?” asked Beanie, even more skeptical of the story.

Nodding, Old Wilson said, “And Mr. Turner, the jitney driver, had just

gotten off work and was going into his house when the wolf got ahold of

him. Took a chunk out of his leg. Had to get fifteen stitches.”
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“C’mon, Daddy, let’s go!” demanded Ethan, grabbing the tail of Beanie’s

T-shirt.

Knowing that Ethan wanted to keep up with his friends, most of whom

had already moved on to other houses, Beanie nodded at Old Wilson and

thanked him for the candy.

“Might be something you should write about in the paper,” called out

Old Wilson as Beanie scooped up Evan and grabbed Ethan’s hand. “Folks

need to know to be careful, especially at night.”

As Beanie walked away, he shook his head at Old Wilson. The injuries

to Mrs. Washington and Mr. Turner were concerning, but Beanie wasn’t

convinced a wolf was the culprit. More likely, it was a large dog. Probably a

German Shepherd. At night, that breed of dog might be mistaken for a

wolf.

After handfuls of candy from the next three houses, Beanie and the boys

approached the doorway of Dr. Walter Zeller. A retired psychiatrist, Zeller

was pleasant, polite, and quick to dispense unwanted parenting advice.

Despite having no children of his own, the man had a knack for telling you

how you were raising your kids wrong. Beanie tried to ignore the man’s

two cents, but Zeller had spent years getting into people’s heads and

presented himself as a credible authority. A slight hesitation or a frown

from Zeller could make Beanie question his parenting skills. According to

Zeller, too much discipline and negative reinforcement and insufficient

structure and guidance might be the difference between a philanthropist

and a psychopath.

Though he wasn’t in the mood for Dr. Zeller’s latest opinion, Beanie

followed the boys up the pathway leading to the porch. Moments later, Dr.

Zeller engaged the boys in conversation, making them laugh as he dropped

candy into their pails.

“Looks like you little gentlemen have quite a haul,” remarked Dr. Zeller,

smiling at Ethan and Evan.

“We got lots of candy!” exclaimed Ethan. “We have candy for a long, long

time!”

“Lots of candy!” echoed Evan.

“Maybe too much candy,” said Beanie, wondering if Dr. Zeller

disapproved of how permissive he’d been with the sweets.
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As Ethan protested, Dr. Zeller laughed and said, “Well, if there’s a time

for too much candy, it’s definitely Halloween.”

Nodding, Beanie said, “Guys, tell Dr. Zeller, ‘thank you.’”

“Thank you, Dr. Zeller!” chorused the boys.

“Where are you off to next?” asked Dr. Zeller.

“We’re off to get more candy!” shouted Ethan as he turned and skipped

down the pathway.

“More candy!” said Evan, waddling behind his brother.

“Guys, wait up,” Beanie called to the boys.

“Before you go …” said Dr. Zeller.

Beanie cringed, trying to prepare himself for the parenting tips he

hadn’t requested.

“You might want to avoid the Volkov house,” said Dr. Zeller,

apprehension in his dark eyes.

“The Volkov house?” Beanie frowned. “Why?”

“Well, you know, they just moved to the neighborhood,” said Dr. Zeller,

glancing away. “They might not be giving out Halloween candy. I wouldn’t

want your boys to be disappointed.”

Shrugging, Beanie said, “Well, we’ll just check anyway, and if they’re not,

then—”

“I really think you should stay away from that house,” said Dr. Zeller.

“Don’t take your boys there.”

Before Beanie could ask the retiree to explain exactly what he meant,

Dr. Zeller retreated into his small bungalow and closed the door

behind him.

“Daddy! Come on! Let’s go!” shouted Ethan.

Turning from the door, Beanie jogged down the porch steps and hurried

to his kids. Resolved to put Dr. Zeller’s strange warning out of his mind,

Beanie figured the retiree was taking the spooky, Halloween spirit a little

too far.

Leaving the retired psychiatrist’s house, Beanie and the boys strolled

toward the cul-de-sac, stopping at four more houses. The next stop was the
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home of Mr. Mendez, who’d moved to the neighborhood three years ago.

The George Hamilton lookalike was a confirmed bachelor with lots of lady

friends, one of whom stood next to him. Arguably twenty years younger

than Mendez, the buxom blonde was dressed as a Playboy Bunny as she

doled out candy. Beanie didn’t mind the risqué outfit, but he knew Noelle

would be pissed, so he didn’t plan to tell her. Mr. Mendez was dressed as

Hugh Hefner, complete with velvet smoking jacket, a fake cigar, and a

smug, smarmy smile. Their costumes were ridiculously inappropriate for a

neighborhood of families, widows, and retirees.

Mr. Mendez waved at Beanie. After returning the greeting, Beanie

glanced at his watch. Almost a quarter to nine. Beanie thought it might be

time to head home when he caught snatches of the conversation between a

group of teenagers huddled behind him on the street.

“I bet you fools won’t go to Mason’s house,” said one of the boys,

cackling with laughter.

“I ain’t trying to get killed and cut up!”

“That’s what he did to his wife,” said another, chuckling, though his

voice held notes of wariness.

“And then he buried the body parts under that mango tree in his

backyard!”

The boys erupted into laughter as they lumbered down the street,

hooting and calling to other friends.

Beanie turned his head, staring at the rowdy group, disappointed and

disturbed by their unabashed glee at the demise and dismemberment of

another human being. But he couldn’t throw stones. He’d been a teenager

once, full of piss and vinegar, laughing inappropriately at inopportune

moments. And in a few years, his boys would be part of a group of rowdy

youths. Beanie shuddered at the thought. He wasn’t ready for the boys to be

teens, rebellious one moment, and sullen the next. He was content to enjoy

his kids as they were right now.

The “Mason” the teens had been laughing about was Rufus Mason, the

old man who lived in the center of the cul-de-sac. Beanie remembered

being a kid when he’d first heard the rumors about the former science

teacher murdering his wife. He wasn’t sure how the stories had started, but

they stemmed from the fact that Mason’s wife, Daisy, disappeared without
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explanation. Mason never filed a missing person report. He’d gone on with

his life as though his wife’s absence wasn’t strange or suspicious. Whenever

he was asked about his wife, Mason would mumble a cryptic comment

about the woman being long gone and unlikely to return.

Beanie wasn’t sure he believed the rumors, but it wasn’t hard for

neighbors to assume the worse. Mason hardly left his house, and when he

did, the tall, pallid man—a dead ringer for Lurch, the character from the

Addams Family—never spoke to anyone. Granted, the man looked like a

ghoul and was socially awkward, but that didn’t mean he deserved to be

branded as a killer.

When the boys came back, Beanie crouched down and said, “Guys, I

think we need to head on home.”

“No, Daddy, no!” Ethan and Evan chorused their protest with quivering

lower lips.

Ethan said, “Please, can we go to just one more house?”

“Please, Daddy!” said Evan, near tears as he rushed into Beanie’s arms

and gazed up at him.

Unable to resist his boys’ blatant emotional blackmail, Beanie conceded

to visiting one more neighbor.

“We don’t want to get in trouble with Mommy,” Beanie warned as they

strolled along the circle. He suspected Noelle was already upset that they

hadn’t returned at eight o’clock. His wife hadn’t given them a curfew, but

the boys were usually bathed and tucked into bed by eight-thirty.

Halloween had fallen on a weeknight. Ethan had preschool in the morning

while Evan would be taken to Noelle’s mom’s house before attending an

early childhood development center.

The boys were already off schedule and might be cranky and sluggish in

the morning, but Beanie didn’t mind. Sharing these moments with his boys,

making memories that would last a lifetime, was more important to him

than well-rested, obedient kids.

“Let’s go to this house, Daddy!” said Ethan, taking off across the

manicured lawn of a peach-colored bungalow. Evan followed his brother,

laughing and squealing as he joined Ethan on the wide porch.

Beanie frowned as his son ran toward the house Dr. Zeller had warned

them to avoid—the Volkov house, occupied by Ivan and Natalya, a young
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Russian couple who’d moved to the neighborhood a year ago. Ivan Volkov

was a pharmaceutical salesman, according to Old Wilson, and his wife

worked from home. Old Wilson hadn’t been able to determine exactly what

kind of work Natalya did, but Beanie was sure the old man wouldn’t rest

until he found out.

As Beanie walked up the pathway toward the porch, he smiled at Mrs.

Dishman, and her three girls, all of them dressed as Disney princesses, who

were leaving the Volkov’s place. At the door, Ethan and Evan were holding

their pails up, receiving several pieces of candy.

After waving to the salesman, who barely nodded and gave him a

perfunctory smile, Beanie regarded the lanky, pale man. His shoulders

hunched, he seemed tense and furtive, eyes darting back and forth. His

hand shook as he dropped candy into Ethan’s pail. Beanie wondered if

something was wrong with the guy. Or, was he putting on an act for

Halloween?

Dr. Zeller’s warning whispered through Beanie’s mind. Had the former

psychiatrist been trying to tell him that Volkov was weird? Or slightly off?

Or maybe…? Beanie wasn’t sure what Dr. Zeller’s warning was about.

Maybe Zeller had talked to Volkov and detected some underlying psychosis.

Some mental issue that might scare children.

Ethan and Evan thanked the salesman, then turned and headed back

toward Beanie, who was starting to think that maybe the guy was—

Evan let out a high-pitched scream, dropped his pail of candy, and ran

toward Beanie. “Daddy! Daddy!”

His heart exploding with panic, Beanie picked up Evan as Ethan shouted

in terror and scrambled between Beanie’s legs. What the hell was—

Deep guttural barking sent trepidation racing through Beanie’s veins.

More horrifying screams split the air, followed by shouting and yelling,

warnings to get back and stay away.

Confused, Beanie turned.

A huge Siberian husky charged toward the porch, barreling toward

Beanie and his boys, growling. The dog’s ice-blue eyes seemed to glow as

the animal bared its teeth and lunged. Determined to protect his boys, with

his own life, if it came to that, Beanie scooped up Ethan and told both boys

to hold on tight to him.
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“No! Stop!” screamed Volkov, running toward the dog, stepping in front

of the beast, blocking its attack. “STOP!”

The husky halted, stared up at Volkov, and then sat on the lawn.

Volkov spoke to the dog in Russian, admonishing the animal, pointing

his finger at the husky as though the dog was a recalcitrant, disobedient

child.

His panic subsiding, Beanie put the boys down but continued to hold

their hands as Volkov pointed toward the door, continuing to fuss at the

dog. Rising on all fours, its head hanging, the dog whimpered as it walked

toward the door, followed by Volkov.

As relief flooded Beanie, he exhaled and crouched down between his

boys. “You guys okay?”

“Mean doggie, Daddy,” said Evan, frowning, a hint of righteous anger in

his tremulous tone. “Bad doggie!”

“It’s okay, buddy,” said Beanie, kissing Evan’s forehead. “Daddy wasn’t

going to let the mean dog hurt you.”

“I wasn’t scared, Daddy,” said Ethan, though his wild, wide-eyed stare

proved otherwise. “I have my sword to protect you!”

Beanie let out a nervous chuckle. “Okay, guys, let’s find your candy.”

For the next ten minutes, Beanie and the boys, along with the help of a

few other neighbors and their kids, searched the lawn for the candy the

boys had dropped when the husky lunged at them.

“I am sorry about dog,” said a voice behind Beanie.

Beanie faced Ivan Volkov. “Maybe you should keep him on a leash.”

“She,” said Volkov, his gaze contrite, but still furtive.

Beanie frowned. “What?”

“The dog,” said Volkov. “It is female.”

“Regardless,” said Beanie, pissed that the man thought it necessary to

point out the dog’s sex, as though that would have mattered if the dog had

attacked the boys. “This neighborhood does have leash laws.”

“I am aware,” said Volkov. “However, it was not my intention for dog to

get out, but she is very crafty girl. She is to stay in house but—”

The door opened, and a woman rushed out of the house. Her face

flushed, she seemed out of breath as she hurried over to Beanie and Volkov.

Turning to the woman, Volkov spoke harshly to her in Russian—the same
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manner in which he’d spoken to the husky. She glared at him, but stayed

quiet, shaking her head and hugging her thin arms around her bony torso,

which was clad in baggy clothes that hung from her frame.

With an angry exhale, Ivan Volkov faced Beanie and introduced the

woman as his wife, Natalya.

When Beanie shook her hand, it was strong and heavy. As her fingers

grasped his painfully, Beanie caught a pungent whiff of cloves and pepper.

“Nice to meet you,” said Beanie, and as he pulled his hand from her

death grip, he stared at her eyes. The ice blue irises, glowing in the fading

sunlight, sent an odd chill through him.

“Please forgive dog,” said the woman, wringing her hands as she stared

at Beanie. “She is usually not aggressive. She has trouble with new

environment. New surroundings. Please, do not be upset.”

“I would not let her hurt children,” said Volkov, slipping an arm around

his splotchy-faced wife.

Still disturbed by the woman’s strange eyes, Beanie said, “There are a lot

of young kids and older people with limited mobility in this neighborhood,

so I hope you’ll make every effort to keep the dog from getting out.”
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“Mommy, a wolf tried to eat us!” exclaimed two-year-old Evan as Beanie

handed him to Noelle.

“It came running at us, Mommy,” said Ethan, whirling around the

kitchen, thrusting and parrying at invisible opponents with his cardboard

cutlass. “But I wasn’t afraid of that crazy wolf! I had my sword, and I was

going to cut his head off!”

Beanie groaned inwardly as Noelle glared at him. He’d known the boys

wouldn’t be able to keep the Siberian husky pseudo attack to themselves.

After refilling their pails with the candy they’d accidentally dropped, the

boys had chattered on and on about the husky, which they were convinced

was a wolf despite Beanie’s attempts to correct them. As they’d walked

home, Beanie had tried to think of how he would explain the incident to

Noelle. What words and phrases could he employ to convince her that the

situation wasn’t as dire as the boys would make it out to be? Beanie couldn’t

think of anything.

Standing in the kitchen, staring at his wife, who stared at him with the

fierce anger of a proud lioness, Beanie knew he was in trouble. Might as

well just take his punishment.

“It wasn’t a wolf,” Beanie told his wife, though he doubted it matter to

her. The fact that anything had threatened her kids was, in Noelle’s view,



beyond horrible. The fact that Beanie had allowed something to threaten

her kids was, in Noelle’s view, a fate worse than death. Beanie’s death.

Rolling her eyes, Noelle held Evan close, kissing his face and whispering

soothing words against his forehead. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Mommy’s here.”

Beanie resisted the urge to roll his eyes. He didn’t like Noelle’s tone

when she’d said, Mommy’s here. It was like she was telling Evan things

would be okay because Mommy was there, but Daddy hadn’t been. Daddy

had almost let a wolf eat them, but Mommy would make everything alright.

Beanie knew that was what Noelle was thinking, but she was wrong.

Daddy had been there for his boys. He would always be there for Evan

and Ethan. Everything he did was for his boys to be safe and happy and

healthy, so they could have the best life he could give them. When that

husky had charged them, all Beanie could think was that he would give his

life to save his boys. He’d been prepared to throw the boys to the ground

and cover them with his body. He’d been willing to let the dog bite a chunk

out of his backside to keep the beast away from his kids.

“It was a dog,” said Beanie, taking a seat at the table. “Not a wolf.”

Sighing, Noelle joined him at the table, maneuvering Evan onto her lap.

“Are you sure?”

“Elle, I was there, okay,” said Beanie. “I saw it when it came running

at us—”

“So, the wolf did attack you?” demanded Noelle, a blatant accusation in

her tone.

“It was not a wolf,” said Beanie through gritted teeth. “It was a Siberian

husky. You know how they look? Like wolves. But I saw it, and it was a dog.

A huge dog, but definitely a dog. Not a wolf.”

“Mommy!” Ethan ran to Noelle and wrapped his arms around her. “Can

we have candy now?”

“Candy, Mommy, candy!” said Evan, wriggling in Noelle’s arms.

“Bath first,” said Noelle.

“Nooooooo!” protested Ethan, dropping to the floor, stomping his feet,

and pounding his fists against the tile. “No bath, candy!”

“Candy!” agreed Evan, squirming, anxious to join his brother on the

floor.

Ethan jumped to his feet and lunged at Beanie, vaulting into his lap.
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“Whoa!” said Beanie, laughing as he circled his arms around the

energetic little guy, struggling to hold onto his oldest son. “Give Daddy a

little warning the next time.”

Gazing at him imploringly, Ethan said, “Can we have candy, Daddy?

Please?”

Beanie glanced at Noelle.

His wife smiled and shook her head at Ethan’s attempt to pit his parents

against each other.

“You can have candy,” said Beanie, tweaking Ethan’s little nose.

“Yay!” cheered Ethan. “Candy!”

“Candy!” echoed Evan, clapping his little hands.

“After you take your bath,” said Beanie, laughing at Ethan’s sour

expression.

“Aw, Daddy,” complained Ethan, his lower lip poked out as he slid from

Beanie’s lap.

“Come on,” said Noelle, standing. Moving Evan to her other hip, she

held out a hand for Ethan. “The quicker you guys take your bath, the

quicker you can have one piece of candy.”

“Aw, Mommy, just one?” asked Ethan, grabbing Noelle’s hand. “Can’t we

have two pieces? We were good. We held Daddy’s hand like you told us.”

“Ha!” said Beanie, marveling at the little guy’s selective memory.

Walking out of the kitchen, Ethan glanced over his shoulder and put a

finger to his lips, signaling to Beanie to go along with the ruse.

Beanie gave Ethan a thumbs up and chuckled to himself. As his wife and

kids left the kitchen, Ethan was still negotiating with Noelle about how

many pieces of candy he could have before bedtime. Beanie was certain that

Noelle preferred they had no candy tonight. Beanie agreed. Sugar at nine

o’clock at night would have the boys riled up and bouncing off the walls.

There was no telling how long it would take them to crash.

Maybe they could give the boys hot chocolate instead. With whipped

crème. The little tykes would riot and insist that it wasn’t fair, but the warm

milk would put them to sleep. It was already half an hour past their

bedtime.

Rising from his chair, Beanie walked to the panty. As he searched for the

box of instant hot chocolate powder, his thoughts shifted to the Siberian
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husky. Maybe Zeller had been trying to warn him about the dog? That huge

dog with the ice-blue glowing eyes had to be the “wolf” terrorizing the

neighborhood. The husky had those lupine features people associated with

wolves. Recalling the beast’s bared teeth, Beanie was sure the dog could

separate a finger from its hand with one quick chomp.

Locating the box of hot chocolate, Beanie shuddered, thinking of the

animal’s ferociousness. The dog had come at them like a hound out of

hades. The husky had been out for blood. He would probably be in the

emergency room right now, if not for Ivan Volkov.

Beanie grabbed some mugs from an overhead cabinet. Anger engulfed

him. The Volkovs should not have allowed an aggressive dog to roam without

a leash. It was beyond irresponsible. It was dangerous. Beanie didn’t accept

their half-hearted apologies. They’d insisted that the dog was harmless, but

Beanie didn’t buy it. Those ice-blue eyes had been cold-blooded.

A strange, odd chill passed through Beanie. A familiar chill. The same

chill he’d felt when he’d stared into the eyes of Natalya Volkov.

“Hey …”

Beanie turned. Noelle leaned against the entryway into the kitchen,

giving him a small smile.

“Where are the boys?” Beanie walked to the table and put the mugs

down.

“You’re not going to believe this,” said Noelle. “They’re asleep.”

Gaping, Beanie said, “Asleep? I thought they wanted candy.”

Noelle strolled to the table and pulled out a chair. “So did I, but I guess

all the trick-or-treating tuckered them out. And maybe the warm bath had

something to do with it. They were exhausted, so I promised them a piece

of candy for breakfast.”

“Candy for breakfast?” Beanie chuckled. “Elle, you know the boys are

going to hold you to that.”

“Maybe they’ll forget I said it,” said Noelle, shrugging.

“And maybe they won’t,” said Beanie.

Noelle bit her bottom lip. “Hmmm. You’re probably right. So, maybe we

should find some candy that won’t spoil their appetites for the rest of the

day.”
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“Good idea,” said Beanie. “I’ll get their candy pails.”

Ten minutes later, Beanie and Noelle sat at the table, examining the

candy the boys had received, piece by piece.

“This is a lot of candy,” said Noelle, holding up yet another foil-wrapped

Hershey’s kiss. “Maybe too much. They don’t need all this junk.”

“And we don’t need outrageous dentist bills,” grumbled Beanie.

“I think we should pick out five pieces for each of them,” said Noelle.

“And then the rest of the candy we can split and take to work and make our

co-workers eat it.”

Beanie shrugged. “Sounds good.”

Nodding, Noelle took out a few more pieces of candy and scrutinized

the shiny wrappers. “By the way …”

Waiting for his wife to speak, Beanie pulled out a peppermint and added

it to the pile of sweets he’d designated as candy he would consider allowing

Ethan to have.

“During their bath, all the boys could talk about was how brave Daddy

was,” said Noelle, peering intently at a package of gummy bears. “And how

Daddy protected them and wouldn’t let the mean wolf eat them.”

Beanie stared at Noelle, smiling.

“So, I owe you an apology,” said Noelle.

“For what?” asked Beanie, though he knew, and he adored his wife for

her sensitive thoughtfulness.

“When the boys said the wolf tried to eat them—”

“It was a dog,” corrected Beanie, putting a small package of licorice in

the pile he was taking to the Palmchat Gazette. He knew Ethan wasn’t a fan

of the bitter candy.

“Wolf. Dog. Whatever,” said Noelle. “I was upset that the dog tried to

attack you and the boys.”

“So was I,” said Beanie.

Noelle sighed. “It made me regret agreeing to let the boys trick-or-treat

because I was so afraid that something horrible was going to happen and it

did, and I thought—”

“You thought that you couldn’t trust your kid’s father to take care of his

own kids?”
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Giving him a sassy look, Noelle said, “I’m trying to tell you that I’m

sorry for being a hovering, helicopter mom.”

“It’s okay, babe,” said Beanie, leaning over to kiss her cheek. “I know you

mean well.”

“I don’t know where the tendencies come from,” said Noelle. “I wasn’t

raised with an overprotective mother. She loved me, but Mom was out

doing her own thing quite often, which gave me the opportunity to make

some of the worse decisions of my life.”

Noelle looked down and busied herself with examining candy.

Beanie knew what his wife considered the worst decision of her life.

Joining the PC-5 island cartel when she was a teenager was a mistake his

wife had rectified but still regularly beat herself up about. Beanie wished his

wife would focus more on everything she’d accomplished than her regrets.

She’d escaped the gang, got a degree from a prestigious university in the

States, and was a well-respected pharmacist. She was a wonderful mother

and a dedicated wife. She had more than made up for her youthful

indiscretions.

“You know, babe,” began Beanie, hoping to pivot the conversation to the

reason for Noelle’s overprotectiveness. “I think that because you had little

supervision, you think that led to bad decisions, so maybe you feel the boys

won’t make bad choices if you’re hyper-vigilant.”

“Hyper-vigilant?” Noelle scoffed. “Seriously? I’m a mother who fiercely

loves her children, so that makes me hyper-vigilant?”

Beanie plucked a pixie stix from Ethan’s pail and twirled it between his

fingers. “Okay, maybe hyper-vigilant isn’t the right word.”

“What’s the right word?”

“Hmmm …” said Beanie, hesitating. Honestly, his wife could be a

“smother” at times, but he decided to keep that opinion to himself because

he enjoyed relations with his wife and didn’t want to piss her off or put her

in the mood to deny him.

“Roland?” prompted Noelle, staring at him.

“You have a passionate dedication to your children,” said Beanie. “And I

love you for that and so many other reasons.”

Noelle rolled her eyes and then added a wry smile. “Whatever. You

know you think I’m a smother.”
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“Smother?” exclaimed Beanie, with mock surprise. “What? No! You? A

smother? I would never think that.”

“Yeah, right,” said Noelle, laughing. “Let’s just finish this candy. Speaking

of which, are you having a hard time finding some decent pieces?”

Beanie chuckled. “There is a lot of bad candy in these pails.”

“Some of it’s old,” said Noelle, shaking her head. “And some of it is not

even candy. I keep finding pecans.”

“I came across a few pencils,” said Beanie.

“There were some Bible Scriptures on folded pieces of paper,” said

Noelle. “Admonishing the children to honor their parents.”

“Probably from Mrs. McMorris,” said Beanie, thinking of the church

secretary as he continued rummaging through Ethan’s pail. “And then I

found a—”

Noelle screamed, jumped up, and scurried to the opposite side of the

kitchen.

“Babe, what is it?” asked Beanie, staring at his wife’s wild, horrified stare.

She’d probably seen a spider, or maybe a lizard. He wouldn’t put it past

Ethan to have caught one and slipped it into his pail.

“In the pail …” whispered Noelle, trembling as she pointed toward the

table.

Standing, Beanie walked to his wife and took her hands. “What did you

see?”

Swallowing, Noelle closed her eyes and shook her head.

Beanie sighed and returned to the table. Approaching Evan’s pail

cautiously, he walked slowly, his heartbeat increasing as he leaned over the

pail.

“What the …” whispered Beanie, understanding why Noelle was

spooked.

Nestled in the middle of the candy was a human finger.
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