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1

Waiting patiently while detectives and police officers filed into the room, I glanced over my shoulder at the gruesome gallery of victims. Eleven young people each murdered in a public place, their bodies mutilated beyond recognition. A map of LA sat askew on the overhead projector. A front-page headline of the LA Times stood out from the many clippings on the whiteboard: ‘Is Detective Joe Dean Flirting with The Moon?’ The press and I shared a mutual loathing. It was they who had coined the phrase “The Moon” due to the killer’s penchant for striking on the first night of the new moon.

My partner, Detective Jacqueline Sanchez, handed out copies of the latest profile report.

Being old-school, I had mixed feelings about the presence of Doctor Charles Dudley, aka ‘Chuck’, our in-house FBI profiler. The fact that he looked like a freshman didn’t help, but I figured he’d at least be able to field some of the questions.

When everyone was present, I began.

‘As we know, tonight is the start of the new moon.’ On the overhead projector, I drew a circle on the map, its diameter covering East LA to Santa Monica, North Hollywood to Inglewood. All the killings had occurred within this relatively small area, and all over the last twelve months.

A detective at the back of the room thrust his hand in the air.

‘But it’s New Year’s Eve and we’ve got just about every cop this side of Texas in town, surely—’

Chuck stepped forward and stood beside me. ‘We can’t assume that he won’t strike. The pattern is unlikely to change. If anything, I believe the added risk will spur the killer on.’

‘We have to be extra vigilant,’ I interjected. ‘Look for anything out of the ordinary.

You all have your assigned areas; it’s going to be a wild night.’

I placed a second slide on top of the one already on the projector lens. Sanchez had marked the position of the previous murder scenes. ‘According to the profile, it’s unlikely the killer will return to any of these spots, but we also can’t rule it out. Going by … shall we say … his past creativity, if a killing does take place tonight, it’ll be staged in a way that’ll be completely different to the others. Are there any questions?’

‘Yes.’ A burly, balding detective with the face of a prize-fighter lumbered to his feet. ‘Can whoever gets to nail this bastard have some time off?’

I knew where he was coming from. Unshaven, red puffy eyes, shirt hanging out the back of his pants – all signs that he too had been working around the clock. The rest of us didn’t look any better.

‘How’s a week in Vegas sound for the cop who catches The Moon?’

Sanchez raised a questioning eyebrow.

I needed to solve the case and put this psychopath behind bars. I needed to get my life back. At this point I’d promise anything to achieve this.

‘Woo hoo!’ the detective cried. ‘Vegas here I come!’

The room erupted with applause.

After the briefing, Sanchez and I made our way to the communications room.

‘I’m sure the LAPD won’t be springing for no trips to Vegas, Joe.’

‘I know. But I will, and gladly!’ I stopped mid-stride as if I’d had a sudden thought. ‘I’ll catch you up, just got to get something from my office.’

The little crease between Sanchez’s eyes, the clamping of her lips and the subtle shake of her head told me she knew exactly where I was going.

‘It’s okay, I’ll just be a minute.’

Grateful that my office had no windows, I closed the door behind me, strode to my desk and pulled out a bottle of Jack Daniels from the bottom drawer. Once you’ve descended into the gutter of addiction, one of the first things you lose is a need for ceremony. I twisted off the bottle top and gulped down the bourbon like a marathon runner at the last water stop.

There was a knock and before I could answer, Sanchez was poking her head around the door.

Fumbling the bottle back into the drawer, I barked, ‘What is it?’

She gave me her usual knowing look. ‘You got visitors.’

‘What? Who?’ I rustled among the piles of papers on the desk, found what I was looking for and scooped a mint into my mouth.

Sanchez opened the door fully and stepped aside. My wife swept into the room carrying Johnny, our three-year-old son.

‘Kathy?’

‘Seeing as you haven’t been home since God knows when I thought I’d catch you here. I reckoned at least here we’d be able to talk while you were sober. She looked at my mouth working on the mint. ‘I see I was wrong.’

Ignoring her, I reached out for my son. ‘Hey Sport.’

Johnny frowned and pulled away as if he didn’t know me.

‘It’s okay,’ Kathy comforted him. ‘Go with Aunty Jacky. I won’t be long.’

Sanchez quietly took Johnny from his mother’s arms and left the room.

Kathy closed the door behind her.

‘What’s going on?’

‘What’s going on?’ She threw back her head and laughed. ‘You’re the big-shot detective, surely you can figure it out!’

I offered a searching shrug, but a feeling of dread was cooling the hot liquor in my belly.

‘Okay, I’ll spell it out for you, and I’ll keep it short because I’m sure you’re just dying for another drink.’

Part of me already knew what she was going to say but even so, when she said the words, they pierced my guts like a knife.

‘It’s over, Joe, I’m leaving you.’

The effects of the bourbon were now completely gone, and I began to shake. ‘Seriously? You’re telling me this here? Now? On tonight of all nights?’

‘And there we have it … Joe Dean the victim. How could I possibly do this to you? Especially when you’ve been working so hard. What a heartless bitch I am!’

‘Not now, Kathy, please.’ I glanced at the desk drawer longing for the comfort and escape that lay inside. ‘You know what’s been happening with the case and the pressure I’ve been under –’

‘I don’t know anything. You don’t talk to me. I only learn what’s happening from what I see on the news.’

‘That’s not true. Let’s get tonight over with, then we can talk.’

‘When was the last time we had a conversation? When was the last time you spent any time with your son?’ Her voice rose with each word until she was screaming.

‘Shhh … keep it down.’ I rushed to the door as if doing so would dampen the sound from the rest of the building.

‘I just came to tell you it’s over. You can pick up your things from the house, but you won’t be staying. I’ve been a single parent for a long time now, may as well make it official. We don’t need you anymore!’

‘You can’t just kick me out of my home and stop me from seeing my son.’ Now I was yelling.

Kathy repeated that humourless laugh. It was as ugly as the scorn on her face. ‘Your home? This is your home right here. Always has been. And as for your son, ha! He doesn’t even know who you are!’ She stormed out of the room.

I should’ve followed her. I should’ve begged her to reconsider and promised her I would change. I should’ve fought to save my marriage. But I didn’t. Instead, I closed the door behind her, rushed to my desk and dived through the escape hatch.

Sanchez sat at one of the control panels in the communications room wearing headphones and a mic. She didn’t look up as I entered.

There were two walls filled with monitors, each showing a close-up view of a specific area in the city. A row of uniformed officers worked in front of consoles, making the room look like NASA mission control.

I took the vacant seat next to Sanchez and put on a matching headset. Static and short radio bursts from the cruisers and mobile units on the streets filled my ears. On one of the monitors there was a view of Hollywood Boulevard. ‘Unit Five, do you read me?’ I said into the mouthpiece.

‘Loud and clear.’

I watched as The Roosevelt Hotel appeared to driver’s right, while the ever-present crowd from Grauman’s Chinese Theatre spilled onto the road on his left. My God, what an impossible task this was going to be.

On another monitor, Santa Monica Boulevard and the entrance to the pier were also heaving, and it was only eight-thirty. ‘Unit Nine, do you read me?’

‘Copy that.’

I didn’t need to ask them how things were going; the monitors showed me exactly what they were seeing. I felt useless here; I wanted to be out on the streets, I wanted to catch this bastard myself and nail him up on the nearest wall.

By eleven-thirty, the streets of LA were one big open-air party. I tried to remember the last time I had let loose and enjoyed myself. Being drunk and enjoying yourself are two completely different things – on the former I was an expert, the latter a novice.

Basically, all we had done for the last three and a half hours was watch the monitors, listen to radio transmissions and, in our minds, try to piece together the jigsaw that The Moon had created. When the City Hall clock struck midnight, I was damn right miserable.

‘Happy New Year!’ one of the young female cops cried out, snapping me out of my stupor.

The others rose from their seats and shook hands, slapped each other on the back, and hugged. I stayed put but Sanchez leaned across and wrapped her arms around me. Make a resolution, Joe,’ she whispered in my ear.

‘Already have.’

‘I don’t mean catching The Moon.’

I knew exactly which way the conversation was heading. I turned back to my console and was about to put on my headset when Sanchez grabbed my arm.

‘I’m talking about the drinking.’

‘I know you are. I’m okay, it’s under control.’

‘Is it?’ Those arching eyebrows again, speaking a language all of their own. ‘So, if you knew of a detective who was drinking while on duty would you say it’s okay?’

‘I said I’m okay, goddamn it!’ I growled at her but instantly regretted it. Sanchez was tough, not the kind of woman who’d back down from a male outburst.

‘Stop drinking, sort things out with Kathy, and spend some time with Johnny no matter the outcome of tonight.’

Well, that was easy because in my mind that’s exactly what I’d decided to do. ‘Okay, I promise!’ It might have come out as a mutter, but it was a promise I desperately wanted to keep.

Over the next hour the festivities on the streets continued but were noticeably thinning out.

‘Let’s pray for a miracle, Joe.’ Sanchez’s voice was heartfelt. I suspected she still attended Catholic services, but she rarely spoke of her private life.

As we watched the monitors gradually grow quiet, the churning in my stomach was telling me it was too quiet.

‘You hungry?’ Sanchez said.

I realised I was and nodded.

‘Mexican?’ She was already rising to her feet.

‘Speedy’s still open?’

‘Yep, all night.’

Sanchez didn’t need to ask me for my order. We ate takeaway from Speedy’s Casa de Mexico a lot. More adventurous than me, my partner liked to try different dishes, but mine was always the same – burritos and chilli. ‘Anyone else want Mexican?’ she yelled turning to the rest of the crew.

Her question was met by grunts and headshakes.

Most of the monitors were now showing street cleaners going about their work and a handful of drunken revellers here and there reluctant for the party to end. There had been the usual arrests but nothing serious, which was good but still my stomach churned, and the hunger wasn’t helping. Sanchez had been gone a while. I checked my watch – 3.00 am. I swung around to the room. ‘Anyone see Sanchez come back?’ I asked loud enough for everyone to hear.

There was a chorus of ‘Nopes’.

I tried her cell phone. It rang until her message bank clicked on: ‘This is Detective Jacqueline Sanchez of the LAPD. Leave a message. I’ll get back to you.’

Speedy’s could’ve been busy, but at three o’clock in the morning? Fresh air seemed like a good idea for me too. I’d sat at that console playing Big Brother all night. ‘If anyone needs me, I’ve got my cell.’ I grabbed my jacket, made a detour to my office, and downed a conservative estimate of two doubles – which in reality was probably more like four – then headed out of the building.

Speedy’s was only a block away from the Parker Center off East 1st Street. It was the last establishment at the far end of a narrow alley that hosted a few other small businesses: a Chinese restaurant, a tattoo parlour and a gym. The light from Speedy’s window barely illuminated the way. It was the only place still open. The rest of the storefronts were quiet and dark. The little, middle-aged hombre with the biggest smile this side of Tijuana was cleaning the counter tops.

‘Hey Detective José,’ he said with a tired grin when I leaned in through the door. ‘You catch el bastardo?’

‘No, not yet.’

‘So, you steel hungry?’

As soon as he said that, I knew. In fact, if I’m honest, I’d known the last time I’d checked my watch back at headquarters.

I must’ve suddenly looked ill because Speedy stopped cleaning and rushed to my side. ‘What’s wrong, Mr Dean?’

‘When was Detective Sanchez here?’

‘About an hour ago. She buy usual burrito with chilli for you and special New Year rice for her.’

I don’t remember leaving Speedy’s and heading back to the Parker; I don’t know if I ran or walked. When I entered the lobby, the duty officer called me over. ‘It just arrived, sir. I was about to call up to you.’ He handed me a Speedy’s takeaway carton.

Looking down at the unopened box in my hand, I could feel its warmth.

‘Everything all right, sir?’

‘Who brought this in?’

‘A young delivery guy.’

‘Speedy doesn’t deliver. No sign of Detective Sanchez?’

‘Haven’t seen her since she left earlier, sir.’

I went straight to my office, closed the door and placed the carton on my desk. ‘Sonofabitch.’ I paced the room, taking shots of bourbon, stealing glances at the carton, still pacing, pacing. In a matter of minutes, the bottle was empty. I tossed it into the waste paper bin then suddenly felt the need to busy myself. I checked my watch but didn’t see the time. I glanced along the files on my shelves but didn’t see a single one. I wanted to do anything but look inside that carton. I opened the bottom drawer of my filing cabinet, knelt on the floor, and reached into the back to where my stash was hidden. I was a prepared alcoholic.

When I finally sat at my desk with the now half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels, my life had changed forever. Detective Joseph Dean of the LAPD was no more. Joe Dean, husband and father was no more.

I slammed down the bottle, grabbed the carton, opened it, and looked inside.
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Twenty-five years later

The air conditioning in Boca Raton Public Library brought a welcome relief from the heat of a typical Florida day. It was 1.15 pm. If the intel was correct, my mark would be here at any moment.

I wandered down the centre of the room, passing aisles of bookshelves on either side then navigated around a circular display of magazines.

At the end of the room, I turned and strolled back along the opposite side. In no time at all, I was back at the checkout counters and the information desk. Not far from the entry doors was a large display of books with a sign announcing: Murder Mystery Month. This seemed like as good a place as any to wait.

On the bottom shelf of the display, a little black book with bright red lettering caught my eye. Flirting with The Moon. What the hell? I was about to reach down and pick it up when something breezed past me—a twenty-six-year-old blonde with the air of a pageant queen and the body of a porn star. She hurried down the centre of the hall, glancing from left to right as if searching for a lost child.

My client was Howard B Eastman, aka ‘Big Howie.’ He owned the Toyota dealership in Boca where I’d recently purchased a second-hand Camry. And that was how he became my client.

‘And what kind of business might you be in, Joe?’ my new bestest buddy asked as I’d signed my life away.

‘A private detective,’ I mumbled, wanting to move the process along.

‘Really?’ His voice lowered but his face retained a carnival grin. ‘Happen I might have some work for you, Joe.’

I picked up the nearest book and flicked through its pages while keeping one eye on the blonde. She turned into the non-fiction aisle F – H, pulled a book from one of the shelves and proceeded to do a similar job of pretending to read.

I knew the routine. She’d wait there until he arrived. He was always late, a real bad boy, just how girls like Gabrielle Eastman preferred them.

I figured he’d be a few minutes yet, so I replaced the book I was holding and reached for the little black one on the bottom tier. Flirting with The Moon. The author’s name, Stephen Powell, I didn’t recognise, but the title? A coincidence? Thumbing through the first couple of pages, I came to the dedication:

For my old friend, Joe.

My gut tightened and my head suddenly throbbed as if I’d been hit with a baseball bat.

‘When are you coming home, Daddy?’ The voice was a faint echo in my mind.

‘Stay away from us, Joe Dean,’ Kathy screamed. ‘We don’t need you anymore!’

Then a montage of images from the lost five years of my life flooded my mind: a pathetic bum sifting through garbage to find his next meal, begging for pennies on the street to buy cheap wine, sleeping under a pile of rags in Venice Beach.

I threw the book to the floor like it was a hot coal, steadied myself against the display and took a deep breath. Thirty seconds earlier, I’d been a reasonably content middle-aged man who had fought hard to get his life back in order after a major breakdown. But now, here I was on the verge of panic. I couldn’t believe that such a reaction would have been possible from just reading the dedication of a book. But of course, there was much more to it than that. It was like a door in my mind had been opened a tiny bit, just allowing me a glimpse of something inside that I’d locked away all those years ago. My hands were shaking, and I realised that for the first time in twenty years, I needed a drink.

‘Shit!’ Gabrielle’s beau had arrived. I rushed over to the adjacent aisle and, while pretending to browse the shelves, I retrieved my smartphone and activated my new-fangled recording app.

‘Oh Jay, you know how much I want to, but I can’t.’

‘Yes, you can. The old bastard won’t miss it!’

‘Oh, he’ll miss it. Fifty thousand isn’t loose change.’

‘It’s the only way we can be together.’

There was a pause and although I didn’t look up, I imagined Gabrielle searching the Wahlberg look-alike’s eyes for sincerity.

‘With that money, Gabs, we can go west. Get a place of our own. Never have to see or hear Big fucking Howie ever again—’

‘I have money of my own. We can use that.’

Wahlberg’s leather jacket rustled as they hugged. ‘And you’ll come away with me? You’ll leave him for good?’

Don’t just nod, Gabby. Don’t just nod. I needed the evidence on tape. I held my breath.

‘Anything for you, Jay … anything!’

Gotcha.

More rustling leather and the wet sound of kissing. I turned off the app and returned the cell phone to my pocket. My work here was done.

I can’t say I get a lot of satisfaction from my job; it’s certainly not like being on the police force, but it’s a living. And it’s helped me get my life back together.

I stayed behind the shelf until I heard their goodbyes. ‘Wahlberg’ seemed to be in a hurry to leave. I gave them a few minutes then emerged from the aisle and made my way back to the display. The little book still lay on the floor where I’d thrown it.

I picked it up gingerly as if it might burn. The cover was bland, designed to look like a black leather diary. The title was in thick red ink in a font that looked like splatters of blood.

I flicked through the pages and, at random, stopped near the end of the book. Although they were part of a sentence, six words in the centre of a page sprung out at me—the heart of the Latino bitch …

Vomiting in a public place was something I’d put behind me long ago, but I had to breathe deep and swallow before I was able to carry the book to the checkout counter. Ten minutes later, I walked from the building with a brand new, still warm, laminated library card in one hand and a copy of Flirting with The Moon in the other.
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As I drove along Spanish River Boulevard, my mind drifted back to a time twenty years earlier following my stint in rehab. Five years after walking away from my family, my career and my sanity, I’d decided it was time to get my life back in order.

It felt strange returning to the LAPD headquarters. Would I still know anybody there? Would they remember me? Would I still be a laughing stock?

The young female officer at the duty desk looked at me with impatient eyes. I was about to speak when someone slapped me on the back.

‘You’ve got to be kidding me … Joseph Dean?’

I’d have known that deep gravelly voice anywhere. I spun around. His face had hardly changed. ‘Burt.’ I was happy and anxious all at the same time. ‘Burt Williams!’

We shook hands and hugged.

‘What are you doing here, Joe?’

‘I’m looking for Kathy.’

‘Oh … I’ve just finished my shift, how about we get a coffee? We got a lot of catching up to do, friend.’

‘That would be great!’

An uneasy silence escorted us the short distance down the street to the nearest coffee shop. There was so much I wanted to ask my old buddy, but I didn’t know where to start; the same thoughts were probably running through his mind.

We sat at an outside table. Burt seemed agitated and excited all at the same time. ‘So where have you been, Joe?’

‘The truth?’

Burt nodded and looked a little embarrassed.

‘To hell and back!’

He shook his head and ordered two coffees from a young waitress.

I told him of what little I could remember from the last five years. Of course, he already knew what had actually sent me over the edge. No doubt too there would’ve been plenty of gossip, but he knew nothing of what had happened to me after I left the police force.

The waitress brought our coffees. I hadn’t drank coffee for a while, even in those early days of rehab I’d become more conscious of my health. Tea was my preferred post-drunk beverage and still is.

‘So where are you living?’

It was the question I’d been dreading. ‘Trips.’ Trips was a sleazy hostel for the homeless in downtown LA. Every LAPD cop knew of the place.

Burt spluttered into his cup. ‘Trips?’

‘I’m fresh out of rehab.’ I stirred my coffee. ‘Baby steps, you know?’

Burt mopped up the spillage from his coffee then looked at me directly. ‘Well, I’m getting you out of that place right away—’

I assured him it was only temporary.

At first I saw disappointment in his expression, but then his features warmed. ‘You’re back, Joe! That’s the main thing, you’re back!’

‘Yes, Burt, I am.’ We gripped each other’s hands, old friends reunited.

We sipped our coffees; I guessed he was waiting for the inevitable question. I cleared my throat. ‘So, Burt, where’s Kathy and Johnny?’ The words came out in a murmur.

He stared into his half-empty cup. ‘You been to the house?’

I nodded. ‘She no longer lives there.’

‘That’s right. She moved out. Had to.’

The oh-so-familiar guilt welled up again, threatening to swamp me.

‘Kathy’s … changed, Joe …’ Burt paused.

I didn’t say anything, just waited.

‘She found religion.’

‘You mean she’s gone back to the very thing that she hated her parents for?’

Burt nodded. ‘We tried—both Nance and I—but she’s made a clean break. She won’t have anything to do with anyone, unless—’

‘They’re a part of her religion. What about Johnny?’

‘Well as far as I know, he’s okay. He’s in the fourth grade at Highland Oaks Elementary.’

‘In Arcadia? You know that?’

‘Sure. I’ve been keeping an eye on them for you, old friend. I knew you’d be back some day!’

I saw the moisture in his eyes and loved him for it.

There was another pause while Burt shuffled in his seat. ‘There’s one thing, Joe, something you need to know.’ The lines on his brow deepened like tiny canyons.

I thought I knew what he was going to say. Kathy had found someone else, and my little Johnny had a new father. I braced myself.

‘Johnny thinks you’re dead!’

The turning afternoon sun had been gradually creeping towards us like a slowly opening door, now it bathed us in skin-scabbing heat, but I hardly felt it. I was cold and numb.

‘You okay, Joe?’

I couldn’t lie to my best friend. That was what the old Joe would’ve done. ‘No … I’m not okay.’ My hand shook as I placed the coffee cup back on the table. ‘He thinks I’m dead?’

‘Kathy told him you were shot and killed on duty.’

‘Why would she do that?’

‘I guess it was her way of handling things. It was a pretty bad time.’

‘I need to talk to her.’

Burt shook his head. ‘That’s probably not a good idea.’

‘But Johnny’s eight years old now.’

‘That’s what I mean. You can’t just walk back into his life. Remember, he’s been brought up thinking you’re dead.’

He was right. The one thing that all cops have in common is we’re all amateur psychologists. Every day we have to work out what people are thinking or why they are doing what they do. I hated the thought of my son being affected by my actions; I’d caused enough harm.

‘It will have to be when he’s older, Joe, because Kathy’s influence is too strong at the moment. You could risk losing him forever.’

I finished my drink then Burt sealed the case. ‘Go get your life back, reclaim your place in this goddamn world, and let time do its work. If anyone can rise to the top again, old pal, it’s you.’

I shrugged. ‘I’d never get back into the police force.’

‘There’s more to life than being a cop. You’ll work it out.’

That was twenty years ago. Johnny would be twenty eight years old now.
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I manoeuvred my car into my allotted parking space beneath my apartment and grabbed the book from the passenger seat. Somehow it felt heavy, like it was kryptonite.

I climbed the single flight of steps to my front door. All the apartments at La Casa en la Playa were identical, two-storey hacienda style buildings. The resort-style complex was a haven for elderly retirees.

Once inside, I placed the book on the kitchen counter. If nothing else, my apartment was practical. It came fully furnished, and although the décor had that 1980s 3-star hotel room look—pastel fabrics, dark pink carpets, Wal Mart pictures on the walls, and wicker furniture—it suited me just fine.

I brewed some tea then escaped through the rear sliding door with the little book under my arm, and out to my tiny balcony.

I set my tea down on the small outdoor table and took a seat in the one and only purchase I’d made since moving into the apartment—a single, padded and comfy-as-hell outdoor chair I’d bought at a garage sale for eight bucks. I’d been dreading this moment ever since I’d checked out the book from the library. After a sip of tea, I opened the book to the first chapter. My hands were trembling.

Flirting with The Moon – Chapter 1

As usual, I had picked my star well. Star? Surely you mean victim? I hear you ask. No, no, no, the first lesson of The Moon is this: the star is the one who takes centre stage, holding glory in the spotlight.

It is the star who will be immortal. Without the stars the moon is just a dense rock. This and much more you will come to learn in due time, dear reader.

I first spotted my January Star outside a nightclub in West Hollywood. Not your typical working girl, she was quite beautiful and seemed intelligent too. My arousal heightened at the thought that she might be doing this to get through medical school, or perhaps she was a single parent working the streets to put her kid through college. Oh yes, I liked the idea of that. A true star!

You don’t need a chat-up line when your star is a whore. All you need is a supply of greenbacks and a friendly smile. My January Star was no exception.

I didn’t take her into a bar, couldn’t chance being seen. Remember, dear reader, obscurity is everything. I needed to get her away from the street as quickly as possible. ‘I have a place we can go,’ I said. She had an annoying little giggle. I was looking forward to fixing that. ‘So why are you doing this?’ I didn’t ask her name. She was January and that was that.

‘I’m training to be a nurse.’

Ah-ha, I was right. My arousal continued to rise. I had to get her on to the stage as quickly as possible.

I feel the need for a break in my narration at this point, dear reader, to explain how I operate and what you must do if you are to be successful in your own creative career. Here are my golden rules:

•Venue – scout for the perfect venue for your production as early as possible. Ensure you are familiar with the layout of the theatre and the comings and goings of the area. Remember you need silence on the set once the performance begins.

•Nothing is left to chance. Rehearse the scene you are about to direct and remember your lines. Ad-libbing is discouraged to prevent slip-ups. By opening night, the script has been tried and tested so stick to it. Remember, you are the writer, producer and director of each production.

•Choose your stars carefully and find them before opening night. Watch them from a distance, but be careful, this is a vulnerable time. If there is need to come into contact with them, don’t let them know anything about you. No one else must see you at any time.

•Scenes and props—you might use the same props for each performance—that favourite surgical blade for instance—or you may want to vary them depending on the type of scene you are directing: hammer, hacksaw, butcher’s blade, etc. Whichever you choose, you must be able to conceal it on your person at all times without it being noticed, and you must always return it to the props department when finished. Never leave props lying around for anyone to find!

If you follow these rules to the tee, you too, dear reader, could become a great director like The Moon.

Now, back to January:

When we entered the theatre, the stage was set and ready. I led my star to centre stage and gave her a final hug of encouragement. ‘Go break a leg, kiddo!’ I’d always found that term amusing, didn’t quite understand it, but at my productions at least, it had some meaning.

The venue was West Hollywood Park. It was a typical cool winter’s night, but the absence of the moon gave it that touch of ambience that I so enjoyed. Stepping back, I smiled at my star and called, ‘Action!’

The twitch of her brow and the hesitant frown told me she was new to the stage. I had chosen my star well, a true starlet in the making. She looked around, then her cheeks reddened slightly as the penny dropped. The grin was totally fake, a mixture of fear and wanting to get this over with as quickly as possible. She peeled off her faux fur jacket and tossed it to the ground. Reaching for me, she stepped forward.

When I raised my hands in protest, she understood right away—or thought she did.

The relief on her face showed with the assumption I was just a voyeur. Easy money. My star lifted the thin shoulder straps, and the cheap cocktail dress slipped down her body revealing a shoelace thong. Of course, her breasts were fake, but we’d see those in more detail shortly. That annoying giggle was exhibited once again, while she lost her balance slipping the thong over her high-heeled shoes. Now she stood before me naked, apart from the shoes. She had a tattoo on the inside of her left thigh. Hate that! She was shaved. Hate that! And she had those fake titties. Fucking hate that! My arousal was turning to anger, the perfect emotional mix for a great performance.

When she started to approach me again, once more, I held up my hands, gesturing with my raised eyes for the performance to continue. She backed off.

I was a little disappointed with her acting ability, It came across as rushed and without feeling, but this was something we could workshop. There would be plenty of emotion soon.

She was on her knees now, rubbing her breasts in a circular motion, the tip of her tongue rotating her lips in the same way. I noticed her bottom lip was beginning to tremble from the cold, but she continued as true stars do. Sinking back on her butt, and opening her long legs, her eyes were fixed on me.

My eyes moved down her body, I had to look just once to make sure the camera angle was right, and it was. ‘Turn over,’ I said, trying to control the rising rage.

She did as she was told and lifted her butt into the doggie position.

I approached her, reached into my pocket and grasped my prop.

She giggled and wiggled her bottom as I straddled her.

In one swift and fully rehearsed movement, I grabbed a handful of hair in my left hand, jerked back her head, swished the blade from my pocket like a sword from a scabbard, and slashed it hard and sweeping across her long, taut throat. Deep, hard and wide (very important, the coup de grâce—no screaming, no struggling, do the job once, do the job right). My trusty blade, always sharp, always handy, did its job well, cutting straight through the trachea and the oesophagus, and severing the carotid arteries until scraping bone. Her neck opened like the floodgate to a dam, and blood erupted and sprayed six feet ahead of us.“Careful in the front row, we did say there would be surprises!” Her body jolted and there was an eruption in my crotch. Her legs and arms collapsed, and she fell forward like a splayed deer. As she did, I yanked her head back harder and the two opposing movements caused the blood to squirt even more, like squeezing the last bit of toothpaste from the tube. I slashed again, this time to the back of the neck. The heavy blade slicing through the vertebrae. As the last sinews gave way, I swayed backwards, lifted the severed head and held it before my face by the hair. It rotated slowly until our eyes met. ‘And what type of nursing is it you want to specialise in, January?’

Oh she was good. A star as I knew she would be. Placing her head on the ground so it was looking up at me – cute – and flipping her body over, I had to be quick. Remember, timing in the theatre is everything. Inserting the blade down there, I drove it upwards like carving the Thanksgiving turkey. The thin flesh peeling back on either side. Not much blood, most of that had landed on those cheeky kids on the front row. Bet they aren’t laughing now.

The blade rose and sank, carving its way towards the soft area of the lower abdomen. Pausing, I stilled the blade for a moment, relishing the thought of what was about to come. Then jabbing deep there was a delightful little pop as the air from her bowel escaped. I continued sawing up through the abdominal muscles and Kapow! Her guts suddenly spilled, making the most wonderful slithery slurp as they slopped onto the ground. I continued up through the cleavage valley until the blade bit into the hard sternum. Wardrobe were to be congratulated for their choice of prop. Withdrawing the blade slightly I cut through the flesh above the bone until it exited from the diagonal cut at the throat. True art!

The breasts flopped either side and assisted nicely with the official opening ceremony. The rib cage was now exposed.

After carefully placing the blade on the ground, I reached into my left pocket and retrieved prop #2. The handy-dandy-sized pair of bolt cutters that I loved so much. This made easy work of the sternum and the ribcage parted nicely.

Oh my, I had almost reached the end of the act. I had to smile when I imagined the future eulogy of this pathetic creature: ‘She was a lovely girl, always smiling, and she had such a good heart.’ How would they know? Had they seen it? Retrieving the blade, I reached into the cavity and sliced through the aorta and the pulmonary artery. The heart was warm and spongy in my hand. It was amazing how similar it was to the pigs’ hearts I’d practised on in rehearsals.

There was a need for haste, the curtain would fall soon. After arranging the corpse in a spreadeagled pose, careful not to disturb the natural resting place of the grey bag of guts, I placed the head close to the neck but stood it upright so it was looking down on its body. The heart rested on the pubic bone. ‘Oh yes, she had a lovely heart!’ And for a bit of a laugh, I scooped out the fake boobies and placed them on either side of her head.

All that was left was the final task—that last, very important moment of the scene and one, my dear reader, which you must always remember to perform. I cleaned the blade and bolt-cutter-junior right there in centre stage using January’s coat. ‘Sorry about that, dear. Bit of a mess I’m afraid.’ Finally, the production was over. Placing my props back in my pocket, I took a last look at my star, blew her a kiss then took a bow.

Leaving the stage behind me, I was looking forward to the morning reviews.
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I threw the book for the second time in a day, only this time against the wall.

You can get a bottle from Mr Patel’s anytime, Joe, remember? My supressed alter ego—Joe the Bum—offered support as always.

I regained my composure, reached over the chair and picked up the book from the concrete. I flicked to the imprint page, looking for the publication date. Strange, it was only published last year. For some reason I’d assumed the book was older. Then a terrible thought struck me. Judging by its worn condition, it had been read by a lot of people. I couldn’t comprehend the kind of people who would read this crap. But it wasn’t crap, was it? Whatever anyone thought of the book, or whoever was disgusted or horrified by it, the book was actual real-life accounts of cold-blooded murders written by one of the most notorious and successful psychopathic killers of our time.

There was one thing that didn’t add up, however. There had been no clues or suggestions of a theatrical element at any of the murder scenes. I wondered what bearing this information might have had on the profile if we’d had it at the time of the killings. Psychopaths have the need to show off, as do thespians and, if The Moon had wanted to be known for the acting/directing angle, why hadn’t he exploited this more?

Then bang! A Eureka moment hit me. ‘You idiot.’ My words climbed the wall. ‘You stupid cocky sonofabitch! You couldn’t let it rest.’ I began to laugh and, grasping the book in both hands, I shook it in front of my face like a bully shaking his victim. ‘Even though you’d won, you couldn’t leave it.’ A realisation was fuelling a new excitement that was growing inside me. This could actually be what I’d been waiting for—the opportunity to get my life back, justice for Sanchez and all those victims … getting my son back.

Old instincts flooded back as if finally being released by the slush gates that had restrained them all these years. I suddenly felt like Detective Joseph Dean of the LAPD again. I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself, then reopened the book to the imprint page. My finger twitched as it scrolled down the lines of text and came to the publisher’s name—Ruby P Publications. Below this were two words: Sydney, Australia.
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I fired up my laptop and easily found the Ruby P website. At the top of the page there was a “Contact Us” link. On this page there was an email address and a single phone number. ‘Gotchya.’

The international and local dial codes were also easy to find on Google, so I wrote down the long number in my notebook. After another quick search, the Internet told me that Sydney was fourteen hours ahead of Florida. I checked my watch and did the math. It was 5.30 pm here, which made it 7.30 am in Sydney. I’d need to wait at least another hour before making the call. If I could talk to the publisher, I could learn about the author, possibly even be able to find out where the author lived. Did I really think it would be that easy? Of course not. This was The Moon.

At 6.35 pm, I anxiously dialled the publisher’s number in Sydney. It would be 8.35 am in Australia. There were a few clicks followed by a little electronic jingle, then the phone began to ring. It was picked up after about the tenth ring. A grunt echoed down the line.

‘Hi, I’m calling from the US, and I’m looking for some information about one of your authors.’

The early morning voice of a young man. ‘What’s the title?’ No ‘Hi’ or ‘Thank you for calling.’

‘Flirting with The Moon by Stephen Powell.’

There was the sound of fingers tapping rapidly on a keyboard.

‘The book is $12.99.’

‘Yes, I know, but I already have a copy of the book. I just need to get in touch with the author.’

‘We can’t give out personal details, only the details that the author provides for the cover and promotional use.’

‘And where would I find those?’

‘Did you look in the back of the book?’ The tone of his answer came through loud and clear. He might as well have come straight out and said it: ‘Are you stupid?’

There were no details in the back of the book, and I’d already checked the imprint page. I’d also checked to see if the author had a website and a following on social media, but there was nothing. ‘Yes, but there’s no—’

‘Well, that’s it then.’

I was getting pissed at this little shit. ‘What’s your name, son?’

‘Huh?’

‘I said, what’s your name?’

‘Gavin.’

‘Okay, Gavin, my name is Detective Joseph Dean of the Los Angeles Police Department.’

Silence.

‘I’m going to tell you what’s gonna happen—’

‘You want me to lift his file?’ He sounded less bored now, excited even.

There was a fumbling sound then a woman’s voice came on the line. ‘Hello, who is this please?’

‘Hi, my name is Joseph Dean and I need some information about one of your authors.’ I heard the rustle and the scrape of a chair. I pictured her taking a seat in front of the computer.

‘Ah, Flirting with The Moon. Interesting.’

‘Interesting? In what way?’

‘There’s been a lot of interest in this book.’ She was tapping the keyboard now. Not as quickly as Gavin, but adequately.

I lied for the second time that day when I reiterated that I was a detective with the LAPD. ‘We need to speak to the author as soon as possible. It’s very important.’

‘Okaaay!’ She sounded impressed. Thankfully she didn’t ask any more questions. More tapping. ‘It’s a strange one this. We’ve never actually had any contact with the author. The manuscript was posted to us on a disk, already edited and with explicit typed details of the requirements: cover design, layout, and that kind of thing. The envelope also contained instructions for us to send an invoice for the work.’

‘So, the author paid for it to be published?’

‘Uh huh.’

‘Right. So … do you have the contact details?’

‘Sure do.’

I had my pen and notepad ready. ‘Okay.’ I tried to sound casual.

‘PO Box 24, Candle Stick Bay, Queensland 4898.’

‘That’s it?’

‘Yep. That’s all we’ve ever received, and it’s where all our correspondence goes.’

‘Candle Stick Bay.’

‘That’s right and judging by the postcode, it’s quite a way up.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Close to The Top End. Bunch o’ flamin’ galahs up there, mate!’

I’d never been called ‘mate’ by a woman before and found it quite endearing. ‘Galahs?’

‘Queenslanders. All a snag short of a barby if you know what I mean.’

I had no idea what a snag or a galah was, but I guessed by her tone she was implying that Queenslanders were all a bit slow. ‘Right. Well thank you for your time … miss?’

‘Ruby.’

After hanging up, I looked down at the address I’d scribbled on my pad. Candle Stick Bay. I went over to my laptop and Googled the place. A list of sites came up, including Wikipedia and the Tourism Tropical North Queensland website. Third on the list was the Candle Stick Bay homepage. I clicked on the link and a picture of a slim, white lighthouse scrolled onto the page. It stood sentinel on the edge of a short peninsula. Behind it was a crescent-shaped bay with a small town clustered around its edge. ‘Wow!’ I said out loud. I thought the ocean in Florida was beautiful, but this was pure blue heaven. Below the picture was a little about the town’s history.

In September 1770, Captain James Cook was the first European to discover the site of what is now known as Candle Stick Bay.

When gold was discovered at the Palmer River, west of Cooktown, in 1872, optimistic miners migrated to the area en masse, beginning a rush that would see Cairns eventually established in 1876. In 1887, the first European settlers arrived at Candle Stick Bay led by Englishman William Holbrook. Originally called Holbrook Bay, the township grew to service the expanding cane and banana plantations that were being planted in the surrounding rich tropical soil. The lighthouse was built in 1899. The structure’s unusually narrow girth gave it the appearance of a candle when seen from the sea, hence seafarers and the locals adopting the name of Candle Stick Bay. In 1925, the name was officially changed.

I learned that the town’s population was only 600, and that it was extremely hot and humid in the summer with the likelihood of cyclones. Sugar cane and banana plantations were once the main industry of the surrounding area, but the town now relied on tourism for its income.

This had to be a hoax. Candle Stick Bay wasn’t the kind of place in which you’d expect an infamous serial killer to reside. From reading that first chapter of the book, the words were definitely those of The Moon. Only the killer or a cop on the case would’ve known those details. So, had the killer written them? Or someone close to the killer? My hunch was that the killer had written the book. The egocentric style matched the profiler’s description. And having the story in print for posterity would fuel his or her ego. Candle Stick Bay though? Had to be a red herring to throw anyone off the scent. The Moon was far too clever to reveal details like where he lived. Then something struck me. I rose from my seat in front of the computer and paced the room. In a way, this actually did match the killer’s pattern. All the murders had taken place over twelve months, all in LA, and all on the night of the new moon. We knew exactly where and when the murders were going to take place. Is he playing the game of risk again? I imagined The Moon sitting back and enjoying this. But why now? And would he kill again?

I couldn’t erase the gruesome images of the first chapter from my mind. The visions were worsened by the fact that I had witnessed the actual scene, and the ones that followed, except that until now it had been like coming into a movie late and missing the start. Now I had the whole story. My next task was to find the killer and find closure. If only it were that easy.
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