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    For every newspaper editor I've worked with over the years. Good or bad, you always made sure the paper was put to bed. Mad props.

      

    




The Ocean has its silent caves,

Deep, quiet, and alone;

Though there be fury on the waves,

Beneath them there is none.




The awful spirits of the deep

Hold their communion there;

And there are those for whom we weep,

The young, the bright, the fair.




Nathaniel Hawthorne

The Ocean
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Surfside City, New Jersey

1966

Harman Bass sprinted along the boardwalk towards the dead body on Sunburn Beach. Racing past the Ferris wheel that loomed overhead like a steel colossus, he searched his pockets and made sure he had his gear. 

Press pass? Check. 

Notebook? Check. 

Ballpoint pen? Check. 

Binoculars? Check.

Cub reporters had to get it right or they’d wind up exiled to the features desk, a place colder and more desolate than Siberia. News reporting was all about projecting competence, and Harman risked blowing it when the tip of one of his Florsheims caught the edge of a partly warped plank. He planted face-first in front of the reporters who cackled at his misfortune. 

His Ray-Ban Wayfarers skittered across the boardwalk, along with his pen, press pass, and notebook. Thankfully, he’d managed to hold onto his binoculars. He rubbed the scrape on his chin and gathered his belongings before limping to the edge of the ‘walk. Harman inspected his gear and found that his pride was the only thing that had been damaged. He brushed his sandy blonde hair from his eyes, adjusted the trilby on his head, and kept walking. 

That summer was a hot and humid monster lousy with greenhead horse flies. Greenhead bites were like the Devil himself pinching you. 

Harman hated the greenheads more than he hated the beach. He peered through his binoculars at the body sprawled on a colorful towel on the sand. The lifeless bikini-clad woman only made him detest the beach even more. 

The victim appeared to be in her early twenties. Her blonde hair spilled over her face, hiding it from everyone. Were it not for the police gathering on the beach around her, she could have just been sunbathing. 

But something told Harman this wasn’t a pleasant seaside snooze. 

A crowd of curious onlookers on the boardwalk gawked at the body, leaning over the railing past the dunes, where the beach sloped into the darkness of the ocean. A caterwauling gull cut through the sound of distant waves crashing against the rocks. Police officers shambled along the cordon line and made sure that the public didn’t get too close. A detective knelt over the woman’s body and plucked her white, plastic sunglasses off her face, revealing dead eyes, fixated on the sky. He handed the sunglasses to another officer.

Harman scrutinized their faces and analyzed the detectives’ subtle body language. The way they moved reflected their doubts—one scratched his head while another jotted a few notes. He turned his binoculars to the pad of paper in the second officer’s hand, but couldn’t make out the chicken scratch handwriting.

Murder was unusual in Surfside City. The resort was “America’s Seashore Playground,” according to the large signs that fronted the ‘walk. It was a slogan crafted decades ago to entice tourists to the barrier island. And it worked. Surfside City was ice cream and amusement rides, surf and sun. The kind of upstanding place where people didn’t lock their doors at night and neighbors helped each other out. Murder only happened far away in big cities, where switchblade-slinging muggers robbed unsuspecting commuters on subways.

Certainly not in Surfside City, “America’s Seashore Playground.” 

This woman, whoever she was, was an anomaly, and anomalies meant front-page news.

Harman swatted away a greenhead fly, pushed his way through the throng to a different part of the boardwalk’s railing, and pressed the binoculars to his eyes. The wind tossed her hair around and he almost caught a glimpse of the dead woman’s face. 

“It’s a cruel thing, isn’t it, Bass?” Harman turned at the sound of Chuck Duffy’s voice. 

Duffy looked the part of a veteran reporter in his faded fedora, wrinkled suit, and striped silk necktie. He peered past Harman, pulled out his notebook, and scribbled something furiously in shorthand. Duffy worked for a rival newspaper, the Mainland Times, a popular daily that was printed seven miles off the island on the mainland.

As far as local journalists went, Duffy was a legend. Lean, with a square jaw, tortoiseshell glasses, and bags under his eyes from a lack of sleep, Duffy was the consummate dogged reporter. A newspaperman for thirty-five years, mostly for dailies in Philadelphia, Duffy had plied his trade with the Mainland Times since ‘61. 

For cub reporters like Harman, knowing a guy like Duffy was a valuable resource. Duffy understood the nuances of business and had a keen instinct for tough-as-nails, beat-the-pavement reporting. He had reported more than his fair share of murders in Philadelphia, so the sight of a dead body in public didn’t seem to bother him as much as it did some of the officers down on the sand.

“Don’t fret, kid.” Duffy didn’t look up from his notepad. Between Duffy’s onion breath and the sickly smell of brine on the ocean air, Harman’s stomach lurched. “You’ll see plenty of this stuff. It’s all part of life in the trenches.” 

“Writing hard truths isn’t for everyone,” Harman replied. 

“Truth?” Duffy scoffed. “We’re not about truth, kid. Truth is heady, philosophical mumbo-jumbo. We’re about facts. Facts are verifiable and proven.” 

A man in a tweed suit and bad combover pushed his way through the crowd and crouched under the police line. He walked over to the detectives, shook their hands, and squatted beside the woman. 

“Good ol’ Harvey Falcone. Dragging his sweaty ass out from behind his desk to pronounce the poor girl dead,” Duffy noted, as if he was narrating for curious onlookers. 

“Falcone?” Harman muttered. 

“County medical examiner. Hopefully, he’s not too potted and can do his job. The guy likes to imbibe now and then,” Duffy muttered. 

Falcone put on gloves and moved the young woman’s head to the side. Harman peered through his binoculars and saw thick red lines on the woman’s neck. Falcone shifted his body and blocked Harman’s view. He turned towards one of the officers, said something, and then nodded sagely in response to whatever the policeman said. 

A husky man in a rumpled fedora and rolled shirtsleeves made his way over and eyed the body. Thick perspiration stains soaked his shirt beneath the thin necktie and under the arms. The man dabbed at his sweaty forehead with a handkerchief. Police Detective Gerald Brewer, a man who was more strip of worn leather than man, conferred with Falcone. The two stood on the beach and talked for several minutes. 

“This should be good,” Harman muttered as the young man with brown skin, sharp eyes, and a Pentax 35-millimeter camera approached him. “Glad you could make it,” Harman said to Lyle, his photographer.

The young man replied, “Hey, Harman. Sorry, I had to grab more film.” He looked over towards the police officers. “What do we have today?” 

Duffy eyed Lyle. “Who’s your friend here?” he asked.

“Chuck, this is Lyle Morris, our new photographer.”

Lyle held his hand out to shake Duffy’s, but the old reporter simply looked at Lyle and forced a smile. After a few awkward seconds, Lyle dropped his hand and proceeded to photograph the crime scene.  

A lanky police officer with a pug nose and beady rodent eyes walked past Lyle and Harman. The officer’s hand rested on his holstered gun when he glared at Lyle. 

“You ain’t gonna publish those photos, are ya?” the cop asked Lyle.

“I just take them, sir. I have no say if they get in the paper,” Lyle replied, peering through the camera lens. 

“No, I’m saying ya ain’t gonna publish them.” The cop’s fingers tapped the grip of his gun. “Get me, boy?”

“Officer Pendrick!” Harman wedged himself between his photographer and the policeman. “What a pleasant surprise. Is feeding time at the zoo over?”

Pendrick’s brow wrinkled. “Watch it, Bass. This don’t concern ya.” 

“Since Mr. Morris works for the Beacon, it does concern me. He’s my photographer,” Harman said. 

“There ain’t no story here, Bass. Beat it,” Pendrick jerked his thumb towards the other end of the ‘walk. 

“Surfside City’s finest converging on the beach and not a doughnut in sight?” 

“Don’t be flip with me, Bass.” Pendrick edged away from Harman. “We’re just doing our job.”

“Aren’t we all? What’s happening down there?”

“Looks like a girl fell asleep and didn’t wake up.”

“I wouldn’t wake up either if there was foul play.”

Pendrick smirked. “I can arrange that, Bass.”

Harman stiffened. There it was—the violent threat. “Nietzsche wrote, ‘Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster.’ Do you agree, officer?”

Lyle rolled his eyes. He had heard Harman fish out Nietzsche quotes for less. 

“What are ya talking about? Ya drunk?” Pendrick thrust his head closer to Harman and sniffed for any tell-tale signs of whiskey. 

“All I’m saying, Officer Pendrick, is that not every solution requires violence,” Harman said. 

“Don’t make me test your theory, Bass,” Pendrick grumbled as he walked off. 

“You didn’t have to do that, Harman.” Lyle snapped a few more pictures and then put his camera into the canvas bag slung over his shoulder. “You don’t have to defend me like that. I can handle myself.”

Harman exhaled. “Sure, Lyle. I know. It’s just that I can’t stand the way that the fuzz in this town talks to people. They’re a bunch of bullies.”

“I noticed,” Lyle said. “Believe me, I always notice.”

When Lyle had applied for a job at the Mainland Times, the paper had told him they wouldn’t be hiring him as a photographer, but had offered him a janitorial position—out of the kindness of their hearts. Lyle had moved on to follow his dreams and wound up at the Surfside City Beacon.

Lyle was a genius in the darkroom, developing photos with such clarity that even the Beacon’s crusty editor had complimented Lyle’s work. 

It didn’t matter how well-cropped or focused the photographs were if there was no story to accompany them, and Harman didn’t have anything yet. He scrutinized the faces of the people milling around the boardwalk. The reporters in Surfside City had the attention spans of gnats, flitting from one thing to the next without really observing them. Harman was different. He was built differently. He had done his best to hone his perception and observed even the tiniest details that other reporters tended to miss. If it wasn’t for his penchant for typing, Harman could have become a detective. 

Falcone finally got to his feet and walked away from the corpse. Harman peered through his binoculars again to see if he could get a better look. 

He froze. 

Harman knew her. He hadn’t seen her in years, but she was seared into his memory—there was no doubt. 

“Didi.” The name slipped from Harmon’s lips in a sad whisper.

“What’s that?” Lyle asked, snapping photos despite Pendrick’s threats. 

“Didi Wilton,” Harmon said, binoculars still pressed against his eyes. “That’s her name.”

Police officers hoisted Didi onto a stretcher, covered her with a white sheet, and took her to a waiting ambulance. Brewer picked up and folded the towel while a city employee swept the area where the dead woman had lain. Everyone returned to what they were doing before and pretended there wasn’t a dead body there a moment ago.

“And just like that, it’s over.” Duffy said, shoving his hands into his pockets to find his cigarettes. “Quite a show.”

Harman ignored him. His eyes rested on the dark ocean ahead, but his mind went back to high school, where he’d met Didi Wilton. Harman hadn’t known quite what to make of her—the stunning blonde from one of Surfside City’s most prominent families, who had sat next to him in English class in his junior year. It had taken all his nerve to ask her out. They’d watched Psycho at Royal Cinema and had walked along the boardwalk after. The same ‘walk where seven years later he’d see her corpse on the beach, surrounded by the smell of fish and salt. Harmon looked over his shoulder past the crowd of people. The joint where they once shared a milkshake and cheeseburger had closed down three years ago. The windows were boarded up and the place stood empty. 

Didi had been his only girlfriend. And the only person who he’d ever shared his secrets with.

“C’mon, Harman. We should get back to the office.” Lyle adjusted the camera bag that hung off his shoulder. 

Harman left the boardwalk behind and climbed into his robin’s egg blue 1962 American Motors Rambler he’d bought from his father two years before. The car only had forty-thousand miles but it rattled when it accelerated and shifting gears was a pain. Still, Harman cherished his Rambler for what it was: a convenient way to get around the island. 

Harman turned the keys in the ignition and the car strained to start. After a few tries, the engine roared to life. Relieved, he drove to A&P Market where he bought a PayDay candy bar and Coca-Cola before heading to the office. 

Everywhere he went, the memory of Didi Wilton followed, not letting go. Not the lifeless face Harman had just witnessed at the beach, but one fresh and vibrant, with a million possibilities for the life ahead of her. 

Now, those years had been cut short and Harman needed to know why.
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Harman believed there was something magical about a newspaper office. Maybe it was the unlikely mixture of enchantment and printer’s ink, or how printed stories took on a power of their own to inform or persuade. 

For most readers in Surfside City, the Beacon was a tawdry fish wrapper catering to the town’s sleaziest elements. Since its founding in 1898 as a tabloid recording town gossip and local notices, the newspaper had since blossomed into a two-section broadsheet that ran puff pieces and sensationalistic stories chronicling the resort’s dirty underbelly. But every once in a while the right story came along and the front page yielded to hard-hitting news. 

Harman passed the advertising suite, a warren of desks inhabited by mostly middle-aged men stuffed into suits and neckties. They worked the phones, throwing out intricate sales pitches woven with bullshit, all to make that almighty dollar. 

He reached the editorial department, a bullpen of corralled desks where reporters worked in a din of noisy typewriters and ringing phones. Harman’s desk faced a window, affording him an uninspiring view of the back alley. If he was lucky, the stench of decaying trash was tolerable enough to let him open the window and vent the thick cloud of cigarette smoke from the newsroom.

A seafoam green Hermes 3000 typewriter, an ugly plastic rotary phone, and a pile of steno pads sat on his desk. Harman’s rusty swivel chair squealed as he fell into it. 

All around him reporters typed, read newspapers, and conducted interviews, cradling their phones between their shoulder and head. Harman could smell the ink and grease that wafted in from the adjacent press room. 

Men in shirtsleeves hunched over typewriters, their fingers banging out the latest reports with impressive speed. The fluorescent lights overhead blinked and flickered from time to time, bathing everyone and everything in a sickly glare.

To Harman, the bustling newsroom was the closest thing to heaven. 

An intimidating stack of mimeographed sheets and notes from the editor clogged Harman’s inbox. On a normal day, he’d go through each one, but that day was anything but normal. 

“Heard they found a stiff on Sunburn Beach today,” said a round-faced man leaning back in his chair. Otis Benton was analyzing the August edition of the National Police Gazette, eyeing a photograph of Ursula Andress. 

Otis reported on high school sports and city-sponsored athletic programs, for the most part, the most popular section in the newspaper. He wiped his sweaty and sticky hands on his shirt and tossed the magazine onto his desk. 

“Who was it?” Otis asked. 

“Deirdre Wilton,” Harman said. 

“Bruce Wilton’s daughter? No shit?” Otis sat up, his curiosity piqued.

“Yeah.” Harman flipped through his notebook. 

“Jesus, Bass. This sounds like a big story. You need some help?”

“So long as it doesn’t involve intramural sports, I’m sure I can handle it.”

“Wiseass,” Otis grumbled. “You’re not going far in this business if you’re a wiseass.”

“I’m not winning any Pulitzers by drooling over cheesecake photos, either, Otis.”

“What’s the matter, Bass? Don’t you like girls?”

“I like them just fine, provided they keep their hands to themselves like I do. Not all men are smut-reading mashers, Otis.” 

Otis bolted upright. “Damn it, Bass! I’ve had enough of your shit. Someone should knock your block off.”

“Come on, Otis. I was just joking. You’d think they teach humor at clown college,” Harman snarked.

Otis’s face turned bright crimson. He jumped up out of his chair and lumbered towards Harman’s desk. If June hadn’t intercepted Harman, the cub reporter might’ve eaten a knuckle sandwich for lunch, courtesy of one pissed-off sports writer. 

June Jensen had a bouffant flip and sharp eyes. She wore cardigans, even in the summer, and had done her best to be a buffer between the two men since Harman had started working for the paper. She flicked her blonde bangs from her eyes and grabbed Harman’s arm. He flinched at her touch.

“Bish wants to talk to you,” June told him. 

“Tell him I’m dead.” Harman rubbed his arm.

“Your career’s practically dead now,” Otis quipped, as he went back to his desk and Ursula Andress.

“I can’t tell him you’re dead. Go.” June said.  

“Make something up,” Harman insisted. “Tell him I was hit by a train or torn apart by wolves. You’re a good writer. Come up with something colorful.”

June wrinkled her nose. “Now, Harman. It’s urgent.”

She might have had a sweet girl-next-door exterior, but underneath the pretty smiles and bouffant lurked a ravenous reporter. Relentless and driven, June always wanted bigger and better stories but routinely got saddled with flower shows and Lion’s Club meetings. It was insipid fluff that inhabited the society pages—complete pablum—the kind of thing that real reporters didn’t take seriously but the public gobbled up. 

Harman loathed confrontations with his boss, and he wasn’t in the mood to have to deal with his editor’s demands. Harman made his way down the hallway to a foreboding door. He stood there for a moment, reading the words etched onto the door’s pebbled glass window: Donald Bishop, Editor. 

Harman gave the door three quick knocks and ducked inside. 

He had entered the lion’s den, and on that particular day the lion was hungry. 

Donald Bishop’s office was a cluttered mess of overstuffed filing cabinets, multiple telephones, and stacked newspapers. A squeaky ceiling fan barely cooled the office, while a Teletype machine vomited news updates. 

Bish sat at his desk, a cloud of acrid smoke floating above him like a storm cloud. His green eyeshade visor drew attention to his balding head. He squinted through his thick glasses, scanning tiny columns on newsprint. A dozen typewritten pages were impaled on a spindle on Bish’s desk, stories that didn’t make it to publication. Half of those spiked stories had Harman’s byline. 

It wasn’t a twist of fate that made “Bish” the Beacon’s editor: his tenacious appetite for the news did. He roared orders at his staff and ran the place like an authoritarian, all while grinning politely at the establishment he viciously skewered in the Beacon’s editorial pages. Bish was an antiquated relic, a fogey tethered to journalism, incapable of being dislodged. He wasn’t going anywhere, and this disturbed Harman for some reason, as if stagnation forced itself into the newspaper, and the source of that slow decay was Bish. 

“That dead girl over at Sunburn Beach,” Bish said, not looking at Harman. “Will I have a story today?” 

“That’s the plan.” Harman winced when Bish referred to Didi as that dead girl. He still couldn’t believe it was her. 

Bish put the galley proofs down and cracked his knuckles before looking up at Harman. His eyes were watery and bloodshot from all the smoke. “Good. I got off the phone with the police department. Press conference is tomorrow and I want you there.” 

“It’s Bruce Wilton’s daughter,” Harman said. “Didi Wilton.”

Bish’s eyebrow raised. “And you know this how?” 

“We knew each other in high school.”

Bish scratched his chin. “I see. You all right to attend the press conference? If you’re not, I’ll send Otis.”

“That knuckle-dragging mouth-breather should stick to softball games. I can handle it, chief. Don’t worry about me.” Homicides were rare in the beach town. Every once in a while, there’d be a transient who ran afoul of something in the dark. Usually no-name nobodies that the town wouldn’t miss. Visitors who came for the summer and never left. 

“Good. Get a quote from the deceased’s parents. The Wiltons are bigwigs. The family owns Surfside Insurance and are major sources of donations and philanthropy.” 

“Yes, chief.” Harman already knew what Bish was telling him; he’d been to their house several times in high school and hung out in their daughter’s room. He wondered if they would remember him.

“Don’t dawdle.” Bish dismissed Harman with a wave. “I need that story. I don’t want to wait until after the funeral for a comment.”

“Do you have children, chief? How would you feel if one of them got murdered and some reporter started hassling you before the body even got cold?”

Bish looked up at him and then leaned back in his chair, lighting a cigarette and taking a drag while Harman stood there in silence. “I’ve been meaning to have a little chat with you for a while, Bass. I like your youthful, if-at-times cavalier attitude. You’ve got a lot of potential. But your reporting skills aren’t up to snuff. You’re a reporter, not someone’s comfort blanket. Ask questions, annoy people, and get the goddamned story. You’re afraid to rock the boat, but not afraid to be a pain in the ass for the police. Get your priorities in order.”

“I’m consistent with my work, sir.”

“Consistently bland. Now, I know a cub reporter has a lot to learn, but a murder investigation is probably over your head.” 

“I can do this, chief.” Harman clenched his hands into tight fists.

“Bass, get your head out of your ass. This can make or break your career. Get it right or get a new job.” Bish removed the visor and scratched his forehead. “I’d hate for it to come to that. You’re a good writer, but you’re still a cub. I’ll give you the chance, but don’t drop the ball. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” Harman replied, his throat dry. “I’ll do the story. It doesn’t matter who got strangled on the beach. I’ll write the damn thing.” 

Bish leaned forward, hands folded. “Strangled? How do you know that?”

“She had marks around her neck. Seems likely to me.”

Bish bit his lip. Beads of sweat dripped down his forehead. “Reporters aren’t detectives, Bass. Careful with making assumptions. Leave that to the cops.”

“I thought good reporters observe. That’s what they taught me in college.”

“College boys like you think that reading books makes you a reporter. I learned the craft by working as a copyboy in a newsroom. I listened, took notes, and saw how things actually worked. You can’t put a price on that experience.” 

“No, sir.”

“And you can’t learn how to report the news from a book,” Bish added. 

“Understood. I’ll do my best, sir.”

“You better, or you’ll be out of a job.”

“Yes sir.” 

Bish’s ultimatum delivered, Harman turned to leave the office, feeling vaguely queasy and his hands shaking. “Bass?”

“Yes, chief?”

“I have two sons. And if either of them was murdered, I’d write the damned story myself.” Bish paused for a moment while Bass stood near the door. “Detective Trent. New Jersey State Police, Barnegat Barracks. Don’t say I never do anything for you.”

“Thanks.” Harman closed the door behind him and made his way to the lavatory, washed his face, and then stared at himself in the filthy mirror. The old man had done a number on him, and it showed in his eyes. 

––––––––
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“What’d he say?” June asked when Harman returned to the bullpen. 

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? If it’s Bish, it’s something. What is it?”

“He promoted me. Managing editor. Said I can make the rules for the newsroom. My first act of office is to demand that you not dress like a school librarian.”

“Harman!”

“Okay. Jesus. He wants me to cover the beach body story. Said if I didn’t do a good job, he’d can me.”

June’s mouth tilted from a mischievous smile to a worried frown. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m doing the story, June.”

“Maybe I can help you...”

“I know what you’re doing, June. This kind of manipulation is beneath you.”

“Nothing’s beneath me. But, I’m serious. I can help you with this. We can share the byline.” 

“Bish told me to do it,” Harman said. “Me. As in I alone.”

“What a riot,” Otis said loudly, injecting himself into the conversation. He hunched forward, a mountain of mediocrity in the shape of a man, his bloodhound eyes focused on June. “You’re a girl reporter, Junie. That’s why Bish hired you. You should cover stories like missing kittens or quilting bees. Leave the real reporting to us men.”

Harman grit his teeth and looked over at Otis. “On second thought, June, I’d like you to work with me on this story,” Harman said. 

The burly sports reporter grumbled to himself and went back to the National Police Gazette and photos of Ursula’s ample bosom. 

“Did you mean that? About me working on the story with you?” June asked. “Or are you just trying to stick it to Otis?”

“Both,” Harman teased. “But you are one of the best reporters here, so if I’m not going to get fired this month I’m going to need you with me on this one.”

“Shouldn’t we get Bish’s approval first?” June asked.

Harman shrugged. “Why bother? I’m sure he’s up to his eyeballs in Otis’s poorly-written sports crap.” 

Harman stared at his desk for a moment and wondered how the day had gone so spectacularly wrong. Didi was dead, his job was on the line, and if he lost his job, he wouldn’t be able to pay rent. Somehow, this story had dug its claws into not only the newspaper’s general reputation, but also into parts of his very life. 
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Harman walked up the driveway to the modest Cape Cod home with its gabled dormers and wraparound porch. He remembered when his father painted the shutters beside the sash windows that hideous battleship gray. His father was always fiddling around the house, whether repairing the tile cladding or planting a flowerbed—anything to keep himself busy. On more than one occasion, he’d told his father to go out and get a hobby, but Mitchell Bass had always waved him away with a scowl. Before he even reached the brass door knocker, Harman could already hear footsteps approaching from inside. 

The door flung open and his mother stood there in a housedress and silk slippers. Her hair was a tangled mess in rollers and a cigarette hung from her lips. She blew smoke from the corner of her mouth and wrapped her arms around her son. 

“Harman! Come on in!” Harman returned the hug awkwardly.

“I’m not early, am I?” Harman asked. 

“Of course not! Come in. Come in.” His mother escorted Harman inside. “Mitchell! Harman’s here!”

Having lunch at home wasn’t how Harman wanted to spend his afternoon, but it was something of a tradition ever since he moved out the year before. Even though the family had lived in Surfside City for generations, his parents didn’t like the idea their son was on his own several blocks away in some ratty apartment. 

The house smelled of turpentine and mothballs. Harman’s father, a wiry man in glasses, crouched over an antique rocking chair on a speckled tarp and scratched his head. He carefully brushed varnish onto the chair meticulously. An unlit pipe sat gripped between his teeth as he worked. 

“Mitchell! You can finish that later. Harman’s here,” Gladys announced before making her way to the kitchen. 

Mitchell Bass grunted as he stood. At 54 years, he carried his stress in his back and on his face. He set the brush onto a pile of old newspapers—the Mainland Times—and wiped his hands with a rag. 

“Hey, Pop.” Harman straightened his seersucker jacket, like a soldier awaiting inspection. 

Mitchell lit and puffed on his pipe. Smoke circled his head like steam from a locomotive. 

“I was thinking you wouldn’t come. You missed the last three Fridays. I was beginning to worry that you were too good for us,” Mitchell said, taking the pipe from his lips. He turned and walked into the kitchen, leaving Harman standing next to the half-stained rocking chair wondering why he’d bothered to come at all. 

They sat at the same table they always had and silently ate deviled ham sandwiches on white bread, ambrosia salad, and hard boiled eggs. After a dessert of icebox cake, Gladys cleared the dishes and served coffee. 

“How is life for our newspaperman?” Gladys asked, stirring sugar into her coffee. She picked up the delicate-looking china cup and sipped. 

“It’s a job. I mean, it’s a career,” Harman said. The taste of coffee was heavy in his mouth. 

“But you’d still rather spend your whole paycheck on rent than live here and save,” Mitchell hunched over his coffee cup, clutching it between his hands. 

“Your father’s right. I don’t see why you’re always trying to prove something to us, dear. Come home. We haven’t touched your old room since you left for college,” Gladys said. 

Harman didn’t want to get into an argument with his parents. The striped yellow wallpaper, honey-colored wood, and maroon floor tiles filled him with a warm sense of nostalgia. He remembered how, as a teenager, he’d bring Didi home for snacks after the movies. Gladys would dutifully make them ice cream floats or pudding pie. Those days were uncomplicated and carefree. Now, it was a time that Harman wished he could revisit, as if it had been carefully preserved in amber. 

Mitchell reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver coin, about the size of a half dollar. “Harman, look at this commemorative coin I had made. The chamber of commerce will give them out on Neptunalia as a promotion.”

Harman took the coin and examined it. On the obverse side sat King Neptune, holding a trident in one hand while cradling a Roman fasces in the crook of his arm. That King Neptune slightly resembled Mayor Fisk was a humorous coincidence. The reverse side only had the inscription, “Surfside City Neptunalia 1966” amid decorative shells and seaweed.

“That’s great, Pop,” Harman handed the coin back to Mitchell. 

“I found a guy on the mainland who can make hundreds of these things. They’ll be a big hit during the boat parade,” Mitchell tucked the coin back in his pocket. “Are you going to Neptunalia, or is that too square for your generation?” 

Harman didn’t know how to respond. The weight of everything struck him hard, and memories cascaded through his mind. Lunch with his parents seemed trivial compared to what he witnessed on the beach that day. 

“Didi Wilton is dead,” Harman heard himself say. 

“Didi?” Gladys’s face fell. “Oh, that’s so sad, Harman. I’m sorry. She was such a sweet girl. I never understood why you two broke up. You two were so good together.” 

Harman shrugged, not looking up from his coffee cup.

Mitchell sniffed. “He doesn’t even like girls.” 

“I don’t have time for romantic entanglements,” Harman said.

“Listen to this boy. Romantic entanglements.” Michell sneered at Harman. “You’re just too cowardly to ask anyone out. What a pantywaist. Not like there’s many women that’d want a man who can’t even afford their own apartment.”

“Mitchell!” Gladys shot a look at her husband. 

“I’ll be in my room,” Harman muttered. He didn’t wait for their response and got up from the table. He was almost around the corner and down the hall when he heard his mother chide his father.

Harman stood in his old bedroom and closed the door quietly behind him. Once again, the trappings of his youth surrounded him. Baseball cards arranged in an old cigar box sat on his dresser, a pennant from Villanova hung on the wall, and a toy car he received for his tenth birthday was displayed on a shelf, its red paint tarnished and scratched. The books that he hadn’t taken with him when he moved gathered dust, from Gulliver’s Travels to an old Boy Scout’s manual. He opened the top drawer of his dresser and found a small notepad filled with story ideas he’d written when he was younger. 

Harman flipped through a stack of Archie Comics, Rawhide Kid, and Captain Marvel comics and then closed the drawer. He checked under the bed and found a baseball and decrepit catcher’s mitt. Those lazy summer days when he and his father would play catch at Stokes Park flooded back. Bittersweet days that seemed far away, lost forever like a pleasant dream during an afternoon nap. 

Harman dug through his closet and found what he’d been looking for: his high school yearbook. The words “Surfside City High, 1961” stung his eyes when he read them. Was it only six years ago that he roamed the halls of that building? He flipped through the pages and found a photograph of Didi. She appeared young and flawless. Harman took a deep breath. He moved his fingers over her picture, and thought about the last time he had spoken with her. The sorrow engulfed him—she didn’t deserve what had happened to her—her last moments must have been fearful and terrifying. 

A knock at the door brought Harman back to reality. He snapped the yearbook shut.

His father stood on the threshold. 

“How’d she die?” Mitchell asked, sans his pipe. He rolled up his shirtsleeves and surveyed the room. 

“Murdered. The police found her on Sunburn Beach this morning,” Harman said. 

“Murdered? Jesus Christ. I’m... sorry, son. I know you liked her. That sort of thing doesn’t really happen around here. Do they know who did it?”

“No. Who knows if the batch of idiots in blue will ever solve it.”

“A bit of respect, son. You might not like them, but the police are just trying to do their jobs,” Mitchell said, an annoyance at his son’s attitude creeping into his voice. He stopped and then exhaled. “Sorry.” He frowned. “It’s just that when you’re here, your mother is happy. She mopes around all week, waiting for you to show up and when you don’t it breaks her heart. So, I’m sorry about your friend, but that’s not an excuse to leave your family out to dry unless it’s convenient for you.”

“I’m busy, Pop. My job is...”  

“Your job is not valuing you. Just come work for the firm. I’ll find you a place. Some nice desk work. Write on your own time, but the accounting office is where you should be.”

“It’s where you think I should be.” He loathed his old man sometimes. “I appreciate that, but the Beacon is where I need to be.” 

“You’re too young to know where you need to be,” Mitchell said. 

“No, Pop. I know exactly what I want. I know exactly what this town is about. I know what makes it tick. I know Surfside City. I just can’t be some stuffy desk jockey.”

“You know what makes it tick.” Mitchell laughed. “You’re still a kid, Harman. Every kid that goes to college thinks that because they opened three books on a subject that they’re experts in life. Being a stuffy desk jockey pays a livable wage. You making any scratch writing?”

“I’m getting by.”

“You’re a Bass. We don’t get by. We all earn a living. This family helped build this town,” Mitchell said.

Harman blanched at his father’s words. He hated how the old man brought up their family history like it was supposed to dictate his future. Harman didn’t care that they had been in Surfside City forever, and that his great-great-grandfather was a fisherman here before there was a city. None of it mattered to him. 

“I’m earning my living on my own.” Harman tucked the yearbook under his arm and walked out of his childhood bedroom. His father didn’t say goodbye.

––––––––
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Harman’s small, second-floor apartment faced Ocean Street, three blocks from the beach in one of the city’s older buildings. His landlord, Andor Varga, stared at him with piercing dark eyes. A thick mustache, styled with oil, hung under the man’s nose as if he was a villain from a silent movie. When Varga wasn’t repairing the crumbling apartment, he was usually yelling in his native Hungarian. Every month, Varga would chase him down and scream at him for the rent until he paid.

“I am tired of asking this of you every month,” Varga muttered in a heavy accent after he cornered Harman in a hallway marred by flickering lights and peeling wallpaper. 

“I know you’re tired of asking me for the rent. I’m tired of you asking me for the rent,” Harman replied. 

“So? I need sixty dollars from you on the fifth of every month,” Varga insisted, his voice roiling. 

“Sorry, I’m under tremendous pressure at work.”

“I do not care.”

“There’s nothing more than I’d like on God’s green earth than to give you the meager money I slave for,” Harman said. 

“Where’s my money, Bass?”

“I’ll get it. I’ve just been running around chasing a story. I’m in the middle of a big story right now, but I gotta make sure I have a job, right?” Harman said. 

“And if you lose your job, you’re on the streets.”

“You can’t kick me out for not paying the rent. We do have laws in America, Mr. Varga.”

Varga rubbed his face, exasperated. “I will take legal action, Bass.”

“Yeah, yeah. What about that whole the customer is always right thing?” Harman slipped by the landlord, jammed his key into the lock, and quickly entered his apartment.

“You are not my customer. You are my tenant and I have rights,” Varga shouted from the other side of the closed door. “The rent by next month, or you’re out on your ass.”

“Okay, I’ll keep that in mind. But I won’t be thanking you when I win a Pulitzer.” Harman shouted through the door.

Varga muttered something in Hungarian that Harman couldn’t hear. Two sharp bangs on the door told Harman that Varga returned. “Another thing, Mr. Bass. There is a no pets policy in the building.”

“That’s a bad policy.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Since you haven’t fixed the fire alarms and won’t install locks on the windows, I have a dog for safety.”

“That’s no excuse...”

“Maybe someone should write an article in the paper about how unsafe this building is,” Harman said. There was a moment of silence on the other side of the door before some grumbling filtered through. “Good day, sir!”

The apartment’s living room had pocked and old hardwood flooring covered with a stained rug. A worn sofa and scratched coffee table filled the room, and Harman’s a boxy Sylvania monochrome television sat in the corner gathering dust. His black and gold Royal Eldorado typewriter sat on the coffee table, fresh sheets of blank paper at the ready. Dogeared copies of Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil and Thus Spake Zarathustra rested on a bookshelf. 

The apartment always smelled a little bit musty—old—like there was mold or rot hiding just behind the walls.

A small tan and white beagle in a red leather collar rushed to greet Harman with sloppy kisses. The dog’s tail wagged back and forth, thumping loudly against a wall. 

“Hey, Fred,” Harman said to the beagle. “Who’s a good boy?”

Fred barked. 

“That’s right. You are,” Harman pet his dog and then scratched behind Fred’s ears. 

Harman walked into the kitchen and poured a can of Ken-L-Ration dog food into a bowl before setting it on the floor. Fred responded by sniffing at Harman’s feet before devouring the slimy, brown, foul-smelling meat with noisy abandon. If there’s one thing Fred could do, it was eat. Harman felt like he went through multiple cans of dog food a day. Would Fred eat them out of house and home by the end of the month? 

Harman watched as the beagle ate like it was the first time he’d ever seen food and realized he’d never be as happy as his dog was while slurping up a bowlful of commercialized horse meat. 

He left the dog to his food and stripped down to his undershirt and shorts, throwing his clothes into the ratty hamper in his bedroom. He went back to the kitchen and pulled open the fridge, grabbed himself a Fresca, and popped the bottle open. He took a few swigs, heated a Swanson TV dinner in the oven, and plunked himself down on the couch in front of his typewriter. Harman wrote what he’d gleaned about the story so far, which wasn’t much, between bites of Salisbury steak, mashed potatoes, and corn. 

Journalism wasn’t Harman’s first love. After high school, he’d wanted to be a novelist, a manly writer like Ernest Hemingway, heading to Europe for bullfights or grappling marlins off the Bahamas. He always yearned to shoot dangerous creatures or defy death just to prove his masculinity. Perhaps his father wouldn’t have called him “faggot” or “sissy boy” so much when he was younger.

The literary bug had bitten him early in life, and he’d labored on a novel, here and there. He’d been stuck on it for years, stopping and then starting it again when he came up with new ideas. When he needed a break from work, he’d pull the pages out of a manila envelope, read them, and hate his writing.

Apparently the world cared little for journalists with snappy comebacks and a predilection for Friedrich Nietzsche. 

Working for a local newspaper had started off as a fallback plan. Better than serving as fodder for a war on the other side of the world. Uncle Sam needed fresh meat to feed the beast, but Harman wasn’t interested. It wasn’t that he was a commie or a pinko or even anti-establishment—fighting just wasn’t for him. He had no desire to climb into that particular cage and rattle the bars. Besides, Harman had convinced himself that he served a higher purpose; informing the ignorant masses. 

Some people called Harman arrogant. Harman called those men scared of embracing the truth. These were the sort of mental exercises that Harman used to fill his time when he wasn’t stressing out over his all-consuming career. 

Reading his manuscript filled Harman with misery, so he did so frequently, wailing at his hackneyed prose and misguided story structure. After putting down his uninspired dreck, Harman continued typing the newspaper articles, using the same insipid style his journalism professors had drummed into his head. 

He opened his notebook, reached for the telephone, and dialed the operator. 

“Operator, connect me with the New Jersey State Police, Barnegat Barracks, please,” Harman said into the phone. 

“One moment,” the operator replied in a nasally tone. “Connecting now.”

Harman held the phone tightly against his ear. 

“This is Detective Trent.”

“Hello, Detective. Harman Bass here. I’m a reporter for the Surfside City Beacon.”

The detective paused for a beat. Harman swore that he heard him sigh. “Yes, what can I do for you, Mr. Bass?”

“I’m calling about the incident that happened on the beach this week,” Harman said.

“I can’t tell you much, but I’ll try to answer your questions.”

“The deceased name was Diedre Wilton, is that correct?”

“Let me get the report. Hold on, please.”

“Thank you.”

After what seemed like an interminable amount of time, Detective Trent returned. 

“Okay. Diedre Wilton, Caucasian female, 22 years of age, resident of Surfside City,” Trent said. “Here’s what we have so far. Got your pencil ready?”

“Ready, sir.”

“On Monday, June 27 at eight thirty-five in the morning, the Surfside City Police Department notified the State Police of an unresponsive person on the beach. The State Police arrived at the scene and noticed a young woman lying on her back on a beach towel approximately ten yards from the water. Efforts to revive her were unsuccessful. The county medical examiner pronounced her dead at the scene and her body was taken to the medical examiner’s office for an autopsy. State Police are asking anyone with information about the incident to call our barracks.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Were there any signs of struggle?”

“We’re not at liberty to discuss that.”

“Any signs of physical trauma to the body?”

“The State Police are working with local and county law enforcement on the case.”

“Would you say this is a homicide?” Harman asked.

Trent let out a long, exasperated breath. 

“You know, I can’t get into this with you. What paper did you say you were with again?” 

“Surfside City Beacon,” Harman replied. 

“I’ll tell you what I tell all the reporters that call. This is an active case and the State Police are pursuing any leads we can. As soon as we find anything, we’ll let everyone know.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

“Scout’s honor?”

“Goodbye, Mr. Bass.” 

The detective promptly hung up. 
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City Hall’s decorative Italian marble balustrades and slate roof made it stand out compared to the neighboring adjacent wooden-framed, cedar-shingled nightmares. If City Hall’s grand facade, with its opulent Corinthian columns and sweeping front staircase was the exception, plain Shaker-style beach houses were the rule. Downtown Surfside City was a hodgepodge mixture of early twentieth-century architecture, with many older buildings felled by the wrecking ball in favor of progress. 

Not City Hall.

It was the old dame the city was stuck with. Within its walls was a maze of offices and municipal bureaucracy, where pencil-necked clerks and petty functionaries conducted the people’s business. 

Next door to City Hall was the Police Department, a two-story brick box, slowly being eaten away by the wind and salt of the sea, fronted by a flagpole flying Old Glory. Reporters clustered around the podium that had been set up in City Hall’s vestibule. It was an immense space with marble floors, a foyer near the elevators, and framed paintings along the walls of every Surfside City mayor. 

Mayor Desmond Fisk’s portrait wasn’t on the wall. Not yet. Fisk was a consummate politician: athletic and thin, with gray streaks in his pomade-styled hair—a handsome man at sixty-five. The mayor pinned a red carnation to his lapel and carried himself tall in a pinstripe suit, like a Madison Avenue ad executive in the business of selling summertime memories. He stood beside the podium, shaking hands with the policemen and chatting with the city’s business administrator, a short man in a natty jacket. 

Duffy chatted with the other reporters. He spied Harman in the crowd and made his way over. The veteran reporter lowered his hat so the brim nearly obscured his eyes. 

“So, Bass, what do you think? Wanna bet old Fisk’ll downplay this case?” Duffy asked.

“I don’t know, Chuck. He’s looking pretty dapper today, so I’m guessing he’ll give us all salt water taffy and say the weather is perfect for a beach vacation,” Harman replied.

“Maybe, Bass. But a girl is dead.”

“I know. These politicians don’t like reporters reminding folks that bad things happen in Surfside City.” 

Duffy shifted his eyes and looked past Harman. “Isn’t that your features reporter?”

Harman looked over his shoulder. “June Jensen, yes.”

“What’s she doing here?”

“She’s assisting me with this story,” Harman replied. 

“A woman? Man, the Beacon must be desperate,” Duffy said.

“She’s a better writer than half your staff.”

Duffy didn’t have a chance for a riposte. Police Chief Antonio Rotini took to the podium. Rotini had a square jaw, round nose, and aviator sunglasses. He was in his late fifties but looked younger. Faint traces of an Italian accent peppered his speech and his mouth was always pressed into a somber frown. 

Reporters who lugged tape recorders switched them on, while others readied their pens. Photographers started snapping photos, the flash bulbs forcing the police officers to blink. 

“Yesterday at approximately eight in the morning, the Surfside City Police Department received a call from a passer-by about a deceased individual on Sunburn Beach,” Rotini began. “The deceased has been identified as Diedre Wilton, aged twenty-three, of this city. Miss Wilton’s activities the night before are unknown, and the police department is working with New Jersey State Police on the investigation. We ask that anyone with knowledge of Miss Wilton’s activities the night before to come forward. Confidentiality will, of course, be respected. They can call or visit the police department at any time.”

Rotini recited a phone number the public could call, and the reporters dutifully wrote it down. Some reporters lobbed softball questions at Rotini, much to Harman’s disgust. Reporters should be pushing officials. 

Duffy peppered Rotini with questions. 

“Chief, who is leading the investigation?” 

“Detective Trent of the New Jersey State Police,” Rotini replied. 

“Is the detective here today?”

“No. He’s back at the State Police Barracks on the mainland. He’s your contact, boys. I don’t think he’ll say much at this juncture,” Rotini said.

“Will you say any more at this juncture?” 

“We have no further comment at this time.” Rotini cleared his throat. 

“Can you tell us how the victim was killed? Is foul play being considered?” a slim man with a mustache and rumpled suit asked. Harman recognized him as a reporter from the Atlantic City Clarion, a stodgy rag with fewer subscribers than the Beacon. 

“No comment,” Rotini answered.

“Is it true that she was strangled?” Harman asked. “She seemed to have red marks on her neck that could be rope burn.”

Rotini flashed an inappropriate smile, the kind a wolf makes before devouring a lamb. 
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