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Sand oozed between her manicured, coral toes. The night breeze caressed her exhausted, overheated body. With smelly sneakers in hand, she walked along the water’s edge, dodging rogue waves that threatened to snatch her by the ankles. Her corn silk ponytail, bounced from side to side with each step. Celeste hated to exercise, but knew that with her appetite, she had no choice. It was either run six miles a day or be a blimp. The latter was not an option. She’d rather be dead than fat. To the observer, the twenty-four-year old had the perfect, athletic body that was trim, toned and kissed by the sun. No one would ever guess that she struggled to maintain it. The beach was deserted, just the way she liked it. Bars were closed and it was too early for the health nuts to monopolize the seawall.  
She thought of Dave. The run had done nothing to dispel her rage. Her head felt ready to explode. Where the Hell is he? I love him, but I can’t take his shit anymore. After graduation, I’ll lay down the law. It’s the booze or me. The sky warmed in advance of the impending sunrise. She slowed her pace to a stroll. When she reached her starting point, the concrete stairs that marked where she’d parked her Honda Civic, the horizon was ablaze with deep reds and oranges. The cool down was her favorite part of the exercise routine. A couple of stretches and she could head home. He’d better be there or he can keep that stupid ring. Her face soured like she’d eaten a lemon. He’ll stink of cigarettes and beer. Tossing her shoes in the sand, she assumed a wide stance facing the Gulf of Mexico. Brightly lit oil rigs and tankers dotted the landscape. I’m not the only one up at this crazy hour. Inhaling, Celeste straightened her arms overhead, lowered them at her sides with a count of eight, reached forward with bent waist and flat back, rotated right, then to the left. She folded at the waist, dropping her torso toward the ground, where she hung like a limp, rag doll, with palms pressed into the sand. Lulled by the cadence of one-foot waves rolling to shore, Celeste allowed her mind to empty.
The dark figure slipped out from behind the far side of the stairway. With panther-like stealth, the predator sprang. Celeste tumbled forward, landing on her back. She screamed, but no sound could be heard. Frantic, gasping for air, Celeste flailed at the crushing weight on her chest. The hooded attacker fended off the blows, maintaining control with a straddle. Two hands gripped her throat and squeezed. Celeste clawed at the vice, but it tightened, like a noose. Hot, garlic breath grazed her cheek as a raspy voice whispered in her ear, “Your father is waiting,” and the light led her home. 
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