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Introduction

The moon’s glow reflects off the ocean in bright glitter beneath a star filled sky. A perfect night, perhaps, for lovers to stroll aimlessly along the beach, while holding hands in deep romance listening to their hearts yearning for an embrace. They watch the surf swell, then thunder against the rocks at the far end of the beach in flumes of brilliant white foam and spray. The beach sparkles in the moonlight with sand pipers and gulls competing for crab and mussels. Tonight, however, no lovers stroll the beach.

A young man marches across the sand, seemingly alone. He is deep in thought unaware of the gulls, the moon, or what lies ahead.

Vincent steps onto the boardwalk of Templeton, California. Ahead of him the walkway winds along the beach then turns sharply left above the churning surf. A steady hollow clunk emanates from the wooden planks as he walks steadily, but uneasily. His heavy boots fit comfortably but create more noise than he wants. He wears rough blue jeans that fit snug around his thin waist. A plain white t-shirt hangs limp off his thin shoulders beneath a light blue jacket. Greasy shoulder length hair hangs from under a dirty ball cap he wears backward. His five-foot eight frame steps evenly, quickly. The moonshine silhouettes his figure against the bright night sky.       

Waist high wooden rails border the walk. Hanging from the rails are ads for local restaurants and shops. A breeze rattles the ads metal frames clanging them against the wooden railing startling Vincent. He stops and listens. An eerie silence engulfs him after listening to the clumping of his boots. He hears only the calls of the gulls, the surf and the wind. He turns in one quick move to look behind him.  All he sees is an empty boardwalk with moon radiated sand dunes beyond. Tall grasses sway in the breeze. His mind races with an imagined pursuer, a cop maybe or the FBI, his steps quicken.

The hard rubber souls of his boots create a steady rhythm as they strike the wooden planks.

“We couldn’t be followed. I was too careful.” Vincent mumbles while looking around frantically.

“Calm down... just a few more feet to go,” said a disembodied voice.

Vincent turns looking the length of the dock, then behind him. He does not see anyone. The voice, the maddening voice, echoing in his head drives him forward. Where did it come from, how could he allow it to continue swirling thoughts of madness mixed with the melody of screams and blood-curdling laughs. Tears roll down his cheeks from eyes wide with the fever of lunacy. 

He slows his pace as he nears the end of the walk. Stepping to the railing he looks through blood-shot eyes forty feet below to the surf of ink black water swirling around thick piers - a dark swirling mass of foam and liquid. The only sound comes from the beach where waves crash to shore.

“I can’t do it...I...I just can’t do it!” Vincent screams as he rocks from side to side, his hands grasping the railing. His mind spins as his stomach churns in rhythm with the surf. The horizon of moon and surf blurred by watery eyes seem surreal.

“Do it! It will be quick. You wanted, fame - I gave it to you. Now you must give me what I want.... your soul.”

Vincent looks at the moon, and then throws his head back yelling, “Where are you! Show yourself.... where are you!” He falls to his knees and reaches into his inner jacket pocket. He pulls out a 357 Magnum. “I’ll kill you! Show yourself!”

Vincent hears a lady laugh to his right. He turns to see a woman wearing a bathing suit leaning on the rail laughing at him. He fires three shots at her then her image fades. Behind him he hears a man laughing. He turns to fire but that image fades before he has time to squeeze the trigger.

“There, I showed myself - now, do it! If you really want to kill me you have to kill me where I live...in your head,” the voice taunts.

Vincent turns toward the surf staring across the ocean at the moon. He cannot fight it, this thing in his head. His eyes swell once again with tears as he raises the pistol to his temple, then stops. His sobs hushed by the roaring surf. The maddening voice is irresistible, controlling all that used to be him. He could end it all now. No more people would die by his hand.

He raises the pistol.

He feels the cold steel press against his temple. The smell of gunpowder enters his nostrils, gritting his teeth as he squeezes his eyes close, his hand shakes violently. He concentrates hard to maintain his grip. His trigger finger finds the smooth curved trigger as his muscles find the strength to obey his reluctant command.

“Just a little more, a little more.... that’s it.... Now!”

Vincent’s alarm rings, waking him.... he sits up gasping, wide-eyed in a cold sweat. He looks around the room for the railings, surf and star filled night sky finding only the dirty walls of his motel room. He wipes his brow, inhales deep, uneasy and then exhales, long and slow. He falls back in bed staring at the brown smoke-stained ceiling breathing restlessly, awkwardly. A ceiling fan spins in quiet revolutions above him. The alarm clock buzz’s steadily. The bed sheets twisted in knots about the bed with his pillows somewhere on the floor. He lies breathing heavily staring at the ceiling not wanting to believe the nightmare. Then he hears the voice....

“Good morning Vincent.”

Vincent looks around the room only hearing a soft laughter growing louder penetrating into the deep recesses of his scrambled mind. His hands grasp the sides of his head, then pull at his hair until the laughter fades to a chuckle, then...silence. He sits motionless for a few moments with is hair twisted and tangled as the bed sheets. 

“No, No.....NO,” he shouts aloud as he sits up. Sweat beads on his bare chest and forehead, his breathing labored as if he just finished a long and tedious race.

His arms sheen with sweat as he stares at the dawn and listens quietly.

His eyes nervously pan the room.

His breathing slows to normal as he tries to swallow dry spit.

Somewhere in his conscious reality, an euphony rakes away any delusion of a dream.

His breathing slows to normal, the corners of his mouth arch into a slight grin and he begins to softly laugh.

Crossing his legs he stares at the wall ahead of him.

A voice speaks to him.

A soft voice that whispers to him all the things Vincent wants to hear. The room swirls around him... he smiles. 

The Ruins

––––––––

Paper tumbles down a vacant alley off Fifth Street in Meyersville, Rhode Island's, Walden Village Apartments. A small subdivision of low rent apartments surrounded by deserted houses.

Behind the apartments, tall privacy fences line the backyards shielding the residents’ view of large green trash bins. Past the trash bins, tall sycamores line the edge of the broken asphalt way.

Beyond the trees, thick brush grows in a large vacant field. The brush thins to tall thick patches of yellow weeds which thin to clumps of tall brown grass. As the field approaches a steep incline, white sandy soil spreads its fingers through the grass absorbing it into dirty white dunes. The field falls thirty feet to the Albany River. The wide river flows past the sandy bank with its glistening white caps reflecting red and blue lights of a lone squad car. 

The cars police radio echoes chatter across the water disrupting Detective Selma Porters’ concentration. She stands on the rocky shore looking at a litter covered sand bar, which extends from the river’s bank into the swift moving channel. She and her partner were first on the scene. An anonymous call to 911 reported a body floating here. The call came from a pay phone on a nearby corner. 

The sand narrows to a daggers point as it reaches into the current thirty yards from shore unraveling Selma’s nerves. The narrowness of the sand bar and swift current bothers her - a tightrope daring her to fall into an abyss and drown. Where the bar meets the shore, an old rusted barrel rests half buried in the sand. Jagged iron rebar protrudes from the bar about ten feet out, followed by a plastic five-gallon bucket, some unrecognizable small flat objects with rough edges poke up from the sand bar here and there. They are half an inch square, some more some less, thin as razor blades but not sharp, aluminum in flexibility. She is sure there is more to all these objects below the surface of the sand but they are not why she is here. They are obstacles to avoid for now.   

She takes a deep breath turning her concentration on the corpse lying partially in the water on the bars far end. She takes her first step onto the bar careful to avoid the objects in her path.

As she walks she canvasses the sand ahead of her for anything useable, footprints mainly, and so far none. Her training taught her to be observant, take in everything, not to overlook even the smallest of clues. Right now though she isn’t sure if this is a murder, as far as she knows this person may still be alive but she doubts it. She watches the carcass rock in the waves. She covers her mouth and nose with a handkerchief trying to filter out the foul river smell of sewage, it isn’t working.    

She always wanted to be a cop, like her Irish father who retired with honors from the NYPD a few weeks earlier. He was always her knight in shining armor, her Lone Ranger at times.

His countless medals testified to his obligation as a street cop. He declined numerous offers to become a detective. The street is where he belonged, where he wanted be. She watched her hero as he gave his short speech. He looked tired, worn, fatigued. His life as a cop had taken its toll.

That is the main reason she turned down the detective position with her fathers honored third precinct. She didn’t want to end up like him - sixty-five looking like seventy-five.

When Meyersville called with an offer she accepted it without hesitation. Their crime rate is one of the lowest in the nation.

“Sure,” her father warned her, “They have a few gangs in the burbs, no murders in one hundred years but this is America - that will change!”

That was yesterday. As she approaches the corpse she thinks a loud, “Well, Pop...you were right.”

Selma’s gray pants suit seems out-of-place on the sand bar, with her black flats sinking in almost over the edges into the sand. Some sand is already in her shoe and she imagines them filling before she gets back to shore. Selma is young, almost twenty-eight. Never married and no kids, unusually tall, six-five and very lean, an Irish red-head with a temper to match, a looker in most circles but in no hurry to settle down with ‘Mister Wrong.’ Some call her, Match-Stick.  

“It doesn’t get any better than this does it, Lee? I mean a body on my first day,” she said sarcastically into her radio.

Lee, her assigned partner, stands on shore in a parking lot behind, Tucks, a man’s clothing shop.
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