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      As the firecrackers shrieked up toward the indigo sky and exploded into sparkling, rainbow-colored starbursts, Roland “Beanie” Bean smiled as his boys, four-year-old Ethan, and two-year-old Evan, laughed, and squealed and clapped their hands.

      “Did you see that, Daddy?” Ethan hopped up and down on the blanket spread out in the grass. “The firecrackers said pop, pop, pop, pop, pop, pop!”

      “Fire crack pop!” Little Evan did a little dance on his chubby, wobbly legs. “Pop fire crack!”

      Beanie glanced around. Several feet away, in all directions, friends and families huddled and congregated on the expansive, sloping lawn of the park in their modest, working-class neighborhood, Oyster Farms. Like himself, and his wife Noelle, many sat on lawn chairs and canvas stadium seats, clustered in circles. Tonight, residents gathered to celebrate at the annual New Year’s Eve Festival, which technically wasn’t a festival. There were no vendor booths, amusement rides, or petting zoo. But the atmosphere was festive. There was a good crowd, positive energy, island music, and a local food truck, hired by the Homeowner’s Association.

      The weather was pleasant, a typical balmy, ocean-scented tropical evening. But in addition to the laughter and conversation, there was a palpable excitement, a current of anticipation for the coming new year and the possibilities it might hold.

      There was a feeling of reflection, as well, Beanie sensed, as his neighbors passed, saying hello, or offering a wave. A recollection of the previous year, remembering the triumphs and disappointments, the successes, and failures, the missteps, and milestones. Beyond the recollection was a reconciliation, a recounting of the good and the bad, which hopefully added up to more positive than negative. Finally, there was a reckoning. Problems to be dealt with, issues to leave behind, and promises to carry forward.

      “Beanie, my friend!”

      Recognizing the voice, floating somewhere behind him, Beanie gave his wife a look, which she returned, with a chuckle and shrug of her shoulders. With a resigned sigh, Beanie rose from the old, battered chair he’d found in the backyard shed, and faced Anthony Mendez, a neighbor who lived a few houses down on the same street as Beanie, Dolphin Lane.

      As usual, the seventy-something, who reminded Beanie of the actor, George Hamilton, was tan and trim, dressed in his customary pastel colors. Tonight, he’d donned a peach-colored shirt, powder blue slacks, and pale-yellow deck shoes.

      “Hey, how are you?” asked Beanie, greeting the man with a hearty handshake.

      “Doing great!” Mendez smiled as he greeted Noelle and waved to the boys, who waved back with shouts of glee as more firecrackers exploded against the starry sky. “Wonderful night for firecrackers.”

      Nodding, Beanie agreed.

      “Hey, I meant to tell you that you looked good on television,” said Mendez, clapping Beanie on the shoulder.

      Laughing, Beanie said, “It was all make-up and lighting. Trust me.”

      “But that story was crazy!” Mendez frowned and shook his head.

      The story Mendez referred to, which had garnered Beanie national attention with fifteen-second guest spots on several morning news shows around the world, was more than crazy. It had been downright insane. Heinous. Evil. Frightening. What Beanie thought might be a routine investigation into a shooting at the Adagio Bay outdoor mall turned out to be a once-in-a-lifetime story.

      The sad, sordid tale of Luther Tindall had riveted the world. But only for a few days. Beanie’s virality had burned hot and bright but was ultimately short-lived. Soon, another sad, sordid saga took the place of Tindall’s high crimes and malfeasance.

      “Some of the things people try to get away with just astound me,” said Mendez, shaking his head. “Just like our sick, twisted neighbor.”

      “Don’t remind us,” said Noelle, who Beanie realized had been listening to the conversation as she also kept a hawk-like watchful eye on the boys. “I don’t want to think about that horrible man. Just saying his name feels like saying some curse that would conjure him up.”

      Not surprised by his wife’s vehemence, Beanie chuckled. “Tell us how you really feel, babe.”

      Mendez said, “I agree with you, Mrs. Bean. When I think that I lived a few houses away from that nutcase, I shudder. I went to his house. He had coffee with me at my place. And all the time, I was entertaining a cold-blooded psychopath!”

      “Well, I don’t know how any of us could have known the kind of person he was,” said Beanie, keeping his tone non-committal, hoping to move away from the subject of the psycho who lived down the street. His reluctance to speak on the topic had to do with inner conflict regarding his investigative skills. He considered himself a reporter with sharp deductive and inductive skills, proficient at going beyond suspicions and speculation to uncover the truth. He’d believed himself to be a good judge of character, able to discern lies, half-truths, gaslighting, and other forms of deception. And yet, he hadn’t been able to realize he’d trusted the wrong person. A sly, cunning man who’d almost killed him. There had been clues he’d missed. Red flags he’d inadvertently ignored. Missed clues that could have cost him his life. Could have made Noelle a young widow and his boys fatherless. The thoughts sobered Beanie. Made him question his judgment and investigative acumen.

      “So, what big case are you working on now?” asked Mendez, the very definition of a nosy, gossipy neighbor, who possessed a state-of-the-art security surveillance system, far too sophisticated for his modest abode. And yet, Mendez’s security had helped Beanie catch their neighborhood killer.

      “Nothing big, at all,” said Beanie.

      “Thank goodness,” remarked Noelle, giving her two cents. “I keep telling Roland to stop becoming part of the story. Investigate the story and write the story like other journalists. But, no. Beanie has to always put himself in a position to get himself killed.”

      “Not always,” said Beanie, trying to mitigate his wife’s concerns, which he knew were valid. For some reason, he wasn’t quite sure and hadn’t spent too much time ruminating about it, he generally found himself in the crosshairs of a killer. He wasn’t quite sure when his career had become so dangerous, but he suspected it had begun when⁠—

      Raucous cheers and whistles broke out as more firecrackers streamed into the air.

      “Nice of Moreaux to spring for the fireworks,” remarked Mendez.

      Beanie nodded. Kenneth Moreaux, a local businessman who owned several houses in the neighborhood which he operated as rental properties, was known for his philanthropy. Born in Little Turkey, the impoverished enclave near St. Killian International Airport, Moreaux had made it his mission to do good works across the island.

      “Especially since he probably can’t afford the expense,” said Mendez.

      “What do you mean?” asked Beanie.

      “Since he lost his stake in Island Quik Loans,” said Mendez, “I heard he’s had some financial troubles.”

      “I wasn’t aware of that,” said Beanie. He knew Moreaux no longer owned an interest in the payday and title loan business he’d co-founded with his childhood friend, Saul Biaggio, but he’d thought Moreaux had started an automobile insurance company to supplement his rental home income.

      “It’s a shame,” said Mendez, shaking his head. “Moreaux is a good guy. Biaggio did him dirty. Tricked him. Stole the company from him.”

      “Interesting,” said Beanie. He recalled his colleague, Caleb Olivier, writing a few articles about Saul Biaggio, the principal owner of Island Quik Loans, but he didn’t know the details. As a crime reporter, he rarely paid attention to the business section of the paper.

      “Biaggio claims to care about the community, but he’s a snake,” said Mendez. “He kicked Moreaux when he was down.”

      “How so?”

      Mendez said, “After Moreaux’s accident, he was in a bad way. Instead of supporting Moreaux, Saul forced Moreaux out of the company. Said Moreaux’s injuries were hindering his ability to make good business decisions.”

      Beanie did remember hearing neighborhood gossip about Moreaux’s traumatic brain injury. After crashing his car into a tree during a tropical storm, the man suffered brain swelling. Moreaux recovered, but some residents claimed Moreaux was different. That he didn’t act the same. There was talk of wild, violent mood swings and forgetfulness.

      Having never met Moreaux, Beanie couldn’t confirm or deny any personality or behavioral differences. But if Moreaux had exhibited any type of cognitive impairment, then Saul Biaggio probably felt justified in getting rid of Moreaux, despite appearing callous and cutthroat.

      Glancing at his watch, Mendez said, “Listen, it was great to see you and your family. I’m going to see if I can find Wanda Barnes.”

      “Wanda Barnes?” Beanie frowned, recalling the widow, a buxom, 1950’s pinup model lookalike, who still resided on Dolphin Lane, despite living in a house that had seen much tragedy.

      With a leering grin, Mendez waggled his eyebrows and said, “She might need someone to kiss when the clock strikes twelve.”

      As Mendez strode away, meandering through the crowd, Noelle stood and shook her head.

      “Does that old goat really think Wanda Barnes would be interested in him?” asked Noelle.

      Shrugging, Beanie said, “If he thinks he has a chance with a woman half his age, who am I to burst his bubble? I’m just glad that I have someone to kiss at midnight.”

      Smiling, Noelle slipped into his embrace. “Yes, you do … “

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2

        

      

    

    
      Midnight had come and gone five hours ago.

      It was a new year, though Beanie hardly noticed, and didn’t feel very different.

      At the park, three hours before the clock struck twelve, the boys started to get tired and cranky, so he and Noelle packed up their blankets and chairs and decided to call it a night. At home, after their baths, the boys watched more fireworks from the living room window, then went to bed at ten. With the kids tucked in, Beanie and Noelle talked and reminisced until midnight, where they shared a kiss to usher in the next three hundred and sixty-five days.At present, Beanie was wrestling with the key to the shed in their backyard, trying to insert it into the lock.

      After they’d put the boys to bed, Noelle enticed him by suggesting a glass of champagne, which Beanie thought was a great idea. Beanie had planned to return the old lawn chairs to the shed, but after the bubbly, he found himself not in the mood.

      For some reason, Beanie had woken up a little before five in the morning. Finding himself unable to get back to sleep, Beanie thought about the lawn chairs. Since he didn’t want to toss and turn for another two hours, he decided to return the chairs to the shed, hoping the task might tire him out.

      As Beanie peered at the lock, trying to see in the dim pre-dawn gloom of the backyard, which was barely illuminated by strings of party bulbs around the perimeter of the patio, he wondered if it might be best to work from home and allow the boys to sleep in. Ethan would miss a day of pre-school and Evan would forgo time at the early childhood development center, but how productive would they be on less than the ten hours of sleep they normally got?

      Bending closer to the lock, Beanie squinted, focusing on the keyhole.

      As he’d told Mendez, Beanie wasn’t working on any breaking news stories. For the past few weeks, since the Luther Tindall story broke, he’d been filing reports on run-of-the-mill, par-for-the-course crime, and malice. A few shootings in Hedwig Gardens, a rough, disenfranchised enclave of marginalized poor islanders, wouldn’t really trend on social media, let alone break the internet.

      Inserting the key into the hole, Beanie turned it and opened the lock, unclasping the U-shaped metal bar looped around the hasp. Swinging the door open, confronted with gaping darkness, Beanie paused. His heart rate increased. He wasn’t afraid to go into the shed, so he wasn’t sure about the sudden apprehension that washed over him. Although, he had several reasons for avoiding sheds. First, he’d nearly died in one. Second, years ago, a killer had broken into the backyard shed, and⁠—

      A brittle snap startled Beanie from his reverie.

      Heart thudding faster, he leaned forward, trying to see through the darkness into the shed. What had made that sound? Had it come from inside the shed? Maybe a lizard, small mouse, or some other nocturnal creature had slipped through a crack. Standing still, Beanie listened. Nothing but normal neighborhood sounds. The wind rustled trees. Insects buzzed and chirped. Maybe he’d imagined it. Or maybe⁠—

      More snapping, mixed with a muted crashing, sent Beanie’s blood pressure through the roof.

      The sounds had come from behind the shed, near the back fence. For a second, he froze. Could be a larger animal. Possibly a goat. The breaking sound continued, making him wonder if something might be caught in the mature hibiscus trees lined along the fence. Maybe a cat?

      Swallowing, Beanie took several cautious steps toward the side of the shed.

      Peeking around the corner of the structure, he stared at the petals of the hibiscus bushes, which had grown to chest height since he’d planted them a few years ago. The leaves of the hibiscus swayed slightly, but he couldn’t tell if some animal was trapped in the branches.

      As his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, he was spatially aware of his surroundings. Wouldn’t be a problem to walk the ten or so feet to the fence. He would probably determine that a large lizard was slithering through the bushes. He puffed his cheeks, then slowly let out the air. Why hadn’t he just waited until daybreak to put the chairs back into the shed? And why was he hesitating now? Just find out what was in the bushes. Probably nothing.

      Beanie took a step forward. And then another. Seconds later, he was standing in front of the bush, listening for sounds, looking for lizards, feeling like an idiot. He didn’t see anything and hadn’t expected to. For a moment, he stood still and listened again. Very faint music, maybe coming from a few streets away. Revelers keeping the party going, intent on dancing in the new year. A car driving, tires gliding over concrete. And more insects. More gently rustling leaves. Thankfully, no guns. The Palmchat Islands had laws against discharging firearms during celebratory activities. But that hadn’t stopped people from shooting into the sky on New Year’s Eve.

      Anxious to put the chairs back into the shed and head inside, Beanie turned from the bushes.

      Several feet away, a man rushed toward him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3

        

      

    

    
      Beanie froze, trying to think, to come up with a plan of action, to stay alive.

      He longed for a shovel or a bat or any type of blunt object.

      The man lurched closer, a shadowy figure in the darkness, a silhouette against the dim patio lights.

      Thoughts bombarded his brain, swirling and swarming, flooding his mind with grim thoughts. He was about to be attacked. Robbed and killed. Beaten to within an inch of his life. And yet, he wouldn’t go down without a fight. He would defend himself against whatever onslaught the man planned to bring. He had to think of Noelle and the boys. If this guy took him out, who would protect his family?

      Beanie chose to go on the offensive, trying to get the upper hand. He started to swing, hoping to catch the guy in the jaw and put him off guard, but the man stumbled to the right and dropped to one knee in the grass.

      Confused, Beanie took a step back. What was going on? Was the man inebriated? Had he stumbled away from a party, sloppy drunk and disoriented? Maybe he’d somehow wandered into the wrong backyard? Or maybe⁠—

      The man staggered to his feet, swaying.

      “Who are you?” Beanie demanded, clinching his fists, ready to strike, if necessary. “What are you doing out here?”

      Gasping, the man moaned and wobbled to the left, nearly tripping over his feet.

      “Get out of my yard,” Beanie ordered, figuring the guy was drunk, and not much of a threat. From the way the guy bobbed and weaved, he didn’t seem coordinated or coherent. Beanie prayed he wouldn’t puke all over the grass, which he’d cut a day ago, and contemplated calling the police.

      The man lunged at him.

      “Get back!” Beanie raised his fist. “Come near me and⁠—”

      “Help …” rasped the man, his voice a gravelly whisper. “Please … help …”

      Shocked, Beanie lowered his arm. “What?”

      “Please … help …” Moaning, the man dropped to his knees and toppled over onto the yard.

      Though he wondered if the man might be faking an injury to trick him, Beanie nevertheless hurried to the guy and took a knee next to him. “What’s the matter? Are you hurt?”

      Eyes wide, the whites almost glowing in the darkness, the man expelled ragged breaths. “… me …”

      Straining to hear what the man was saying, Beanie bent over him. “What did you say? Are you hurt? Should I call an ambulance?”

      “… me … stabbed …”

      A chill passed through Beanie. “Someone stabbed you?”

      “Tammy …” the man rasped, then coughed. “Tammy … stabbed …”

      “Where were you stabbed?” asked Beanie, then shook his head. “No, just … don’t try to talk, okay? I’m going to⁠—”

      “Stabbed me …” The man groaned again. “Tammy …”

      Though he wondered who Tammy was, and if the man was trying to tell him that someone named Tammy had stabbed him, Beanie didn’t have time to interrogate the man. Or examine any wounds. He needed to call 911 before⁠—

      “Roland, what are you doing?”

      Noelle’s worried voice arrested Beanie for a moment. He glanced up and saw his wife jogging toward him.

      “Elle, babe, go into the house and⁠—”

      “Oh my God!” Noelle stopped inches away from the collapsed man. “Who is that? What happened?”

      “I’m not sure,” said Beanie, looking up at his wife. “I think he’s been stabbed.”

      “Stabbed?” Noelle shook her head. “What? How? Oh my God!”

      “Babe, please go call 911,” instructed Beanie, his nerves too frazzled for Noelle’s histrionics. “I’m not sure how bad he’s hurt, but we need to get an ambulance here now!”
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      Twenty minutes later, the backyard, flooded with portable spotlights, swarmed with cops and EMS paramedics.

      After finally convincing his wife to go into the house and call the police, Beanie stayed with the injured man, figuring out, from his examination and from the man’s breathless whispers, that the guy had been knifed in the chest. Trying to staunch the flow of blood, Beanie had pressed his hand against the wound and encouraged the man to stop speaking. Although, he hadn’t said anything other than what he’d first said. He kept whispering that he’d been stabbed and speaking the name Tammy.

      Beanie hadn’t been able to put anything about the wild incident together.

      Relief flooded him when the paramedics and police barreled into the backyard, pushing him aside.

      Now he was standing on his patio, Noelle next to him, giving a statement to Detective Philippi Janvier of the St. Killian Police Department. A gaunt, relatively tall Frenchman, Janvier was dressed in a linen suit with more wrinkles than an elephant and sported his usual smug sneer.

      Beanie could hardly stand the detective, and that was an understatement. His ire toward the Frenchman began a few years ago when Janvier arrested Noelle for a murder she hadn’t committed. To add insult to injury, when confronted with evidence that exonerated Noelle as a suspect, Janvier refused to consider the information. Relying on his own confirmation bias, Janvier could not conceive that he was wrong about Noelle. His inaction and ineptitude, in Beanie’s opinion, had allowed a heartless killer to take the lives of two additional victims. When the murderer was finally apprehended, no thanks to Janvier, the man made no effort to right wrongs by admitting his failings. Grudgingly, he dropped his investigation against Noelle. To this day, the man had never apologized for his blunders.

      “Reporter Bean,” began Janvier, scowling. “What do you have to tell me about the events that transpired tonight?”

      Beanie took a breath. Next to him, he could feel the rage emanating from Noelle, who held only ill will for the man who’d tried to destroy her life with circumstantial evidence. If he could get away with it, Beanie would have refused to talk to Janvier. But he was the detective assigned to the case, so Beanie would find a way to tolerate the man’s suspicious, snarky attitude.

      “Roland already gave his statement to the first responding officers,” snapped Noelle, arms crossed as she glared at Janvier.

      “I am sure he has, Mrs. Bean,” said Janvier. “However, I would like to hear the events myself. And I would advise you to stick around as I will have questions for you, as well.”

      As Noelle scoffed and shook her head, Beanie decided to answer the detective’s questions as quickly as possible. Might as well get it over with since it couldn’t be avoided.

      “I was in my backyard when I heard a noise,” started Beanie, cutting his gaze toward the crime scene techs near the shed. Dressed in all white, with coverings over their shoes and hair, they moved about the structure and walked along the fence, snapping photos, and collecting items they sealed into plastic bags.

      “Why were you in your backyard at five in the morning?” demanded Janvier.

      “Roland was putting some chairs back into the shed,” said Noelle.

      “Please, Mrs. Bean, I must insist that your husband answer my questions,” the detective said. “I will have questions for you and you may speak at that time.”

      Fearing his wife would blow a gasket at Janvier’s patronizing tone, Beanie hurried to say, “I was going to put the chairs back in the shed⁠—”

      “Why did you take the chairs from the shed?” asked Janvier, his gaze shrewd.

      Beanie resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “My wife and I wanted to sit on them. We took our boys to the annual New Year’s Eve firework celebration at the neighborhood park.”

      “And your boys will be able to corroborate that?” asked Janvier, eyes shifting left and right.

      “You will not talk to my children,” Noelle said.

      “Pretty much our whole neighborhood saw us there,” said Beanie.

      “I will need the names of neighbors who can prove that you, your wife, and your children attended the celebration at the park,” said Janvier.  “Please continue.”

      For a moment, Beanie was flabbergasted by the detective’s audacity but quickly reminded himself that Janvier didn’t like him, either. The man took pains to irritate and annoy Beanie whenever he could.

      “While I was returning the chairs to the shed,” said Beanie, praying for no further idiotic interruptions. “I heard a noise which I initially thought was a small animal but turned out to be a man I’d never seen before.”

      Consulting his phone, Janvier said, “And according to the statement to Officer Smith, you first thought the man was drunk, but as it turned out, he had been stabbed.”

      “Correct,” said Beanie. “He was staggering and stumbling before he collapsed. And that’s when he told me he was stabbed.”

      “Reporter Bean,” began Janvier, glancing at him. “Why do you have blood on your shirt?”

      “Not because Roland stabbed the man who collapsed in our backyard,” snipped Noelle.

      “Mrs. Bean, I must insist that your husband answer my questions,” said Janvier. “And furthermore, I will determine if Reporter Bean stabbed the man who collapsed in your backyard or not.”

      Again, eager to quell Noelle’s temper, Beanie said, “I’m not sure but I’m thinking I got blood on me when I tried to apply pressure to the man’s wound so he wouldn’t bleed to death while we were waiting for the ambulance.”

      “Mrs. Bean, you should be happy,” said Janvier. “You will get a chance to speak as I have a question for you now.”

      Noelle glared at Janvier.

      The detective said, “And it was you, and not your husband, who called the police?”

      “That’s right,” said Noelle. “I went into the backyard and I saw the man lying in the grass. Roland told me the man was hurt and to call an ambulance.”

      “Reporter Bean,” began Janvier, glancing at his phone again. “You told Officer Smith that the man spoke to you before he collapsed, is that right?”

      Beanie nodded. “He told me he was stabbed.”

      “Did he say who stabbed him?” asked the detective.

      “No, but …” Beanie hesitated.

      “But?” prompted Janvier.

      “The man mentioned the name Tammy,” said Beanie. “He didn’t specifically tell me that Tammy stabbed him. He just said the name Tammy. It was hard to understand what he was trying to say. He was losing a lot of blood and wasn’t coherent.”

      The detective rubbed his chin. “And did you ask who Tammy was?”

      “I think I did,” said Beanie. “But he didn’t tell me.”

      “Hmmm …” The detective narrowed his eyes. “Well, I suppose those are all the questions I have for now however, I do reserve the right to question you again, should I determine that you and your wife concocted this ridiculous story to cover up the fact that you murdered a man in cold blood.”

      After Janvier pivoted and headed across the yard toward the crime scene techs, Beanie chuckled and glanced at Noelle. “Can you believe that guy?”

      “Yeah, actually, I can believe him,” said Noelle, worry marring her lovely face. “What I can’t believe is that, once again, somehow, you’re part of the story that you’re going to write …”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean a man bleeding to death finds his way into our backyard at the moment when you’re putting away chairs in the shed, then collapses before telling you that he was stabbed and giving you the name Tammy, who may or may not have stabbed him, who knows?”

      “Well, yeah, but … “ Beanie sighed. “Elle. Come on. It’s not like I knew the guy was going to collapse in our backyard while I was putting chairs back into the shed.”

      “I know that, but …”

      “But?”

      “But you could have put the chairs in the shed last night,” said Noelle.

      “And if I had, then I would have likely found a dead man in our backyard in the morning,” pointed out Beanie. “That would have been worse.”

      Pinching the bridge of her nose, Noelle said, “You’re right. And I’m being irrational right now. It’s not like you planned this or anything.”

      Beanie scoffed. “I’m sure that’s what Janvier thinks.”

      Noelle walked into his outstretched arms and rested her head on his chest. “I’m just worried, Roland. Just seems like every time you’re part of the story, you end up in a life-or-death situation.”

      “How about this,” said Beanie, kissing the top of her head. “I’ll talk to Vivian and ask her to let Stevie, or maybe even Caleb, cover the story. And then instead of being part of the story, I’ll be a witness.”

      Noelle glanced up at him. “You think Vivian will go for that?”

      Thinking of his editor, Vivian Thomas-Bronson, who prioritized compelling, gripping stories that trended and made an immediate impact, Beanie said, “Well, we’ll see …”
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