
 

 

Play-Land Marionettes 

Sam Clevesy 

 It was the beginning of October when the first murder was recorded. It happened down by the 

beach. The weather was cooler, but that never stopped people from going down to the arcade, pizza 

shops, or even to just simply watch the waves hit the shore.  

 The body was discovered on the floor in the middle of the arcade by the owner. He called the 

station freaking out. We rushed over to the now active crime scene. The name of the old arcade was the 

Oceanside Play-Land; a very popular location for beachgoers, including in the fall and winter. The sign 

stuck out like a sore thumb as my partner and I drove up to it.  

 “I just don’t understand,” Paul, my partner, began. “I’ll just never understand how someone can 

just go off and kill another human being.”  

 “I know, Paul,” I began. “But the world is a crazy and dangerous place.”  

 We pulled up, and the store owner was waiting for us outside the main entrance. A couple 

police cruisers, ambulance, and a fire engine followed.   

 I stepped out of the cruiser and was greeted by the upset voice of the arcade owner. 

“Detective,” he began. “I’m so glad you were able to make it so quickly.” 

 “It’s part of the job,” I replied.  

 Once everyone else was out of their vehicles, we followed the owner inside. He led us right to 

the body which was in the middle of the floor. The body had been strangled with some kind of string or 

fishing wire. There was something else about the body; it was soaking wet and the skin was grey and 

blue all over. The body was obviously staged here for all to see.  

 “Please do whatever you need to,” the owner began. “I need to open my doors soon.” 

 I look over at Paul, and then back at the owner. “Sir, what’s your name?” 

 “Robert Harrison,” he replied.  

 I step over to the body, gesturing towards it with my hand. “Robert, I really don’t think you’re 

going to be opening up shop today.”  

 “What?” Robert was furious. “There’s no way I’m losing a whole day of business because of this 

mess. I can’t afford it!” 

 “Sir, this is a crime scene now,” Paul replied. “There’s a lot more we have to do than check the 

body.” 



 Aggravated, Robert stormed off to his office. He let the door slam behind him to continue 

sharing his anger. I did not care. There was a dead body and I had a job to get to. As the paramedics 

were checking out the body, Paul and the other officers were taping off the arcade. I had begun looking 

around for some evidence; any signs of a break in or anything like that. There was nothing that I could 

find. As I examined the position of the body, I noticed something. There did not seem to be any games in 

the surrounding area. The only machine relatively near the body was this marionette machine. One of 

those coin operated puppet shows. The small cast of wooden characters were villagers, standing only 

because of some string, which probably did a little song and dance number once a coin was inserted.  

 I look at the mess of a body once again and then back at the marionette machine. The string 

keeping the puppets on their feet appeared to be the same as the string which strangled the poor kid.  

 “Well that’s strange,” I say. 

 “What’s that, Detective Harbour?” Paul asked. 

 I spun around to face him. “Probably just a coincidence,” I said. “I need to take a look at the 

security footage. Maybe we can spot whoever did this.” 

 As I began to walk to Robert’s office, I felt some mild discomfort as it seemed that the 

marionettes were watching me. They were creepy little things. They were all smiles and joy, yet 

emotionless at the same time. I guess that comes along with being a wooden puppet.  

 Before entering the office, I lightly knocked on the door. I opened it before Robert had the 

chance to say anything. His face was enough to tell me that I was not welcome in his office. Too bad for 

him, he had no choice. Robert looked as if he was about to speak, but I did not want to hear any of his 

complaints, so I cut him off quickly. “I need to take a look at your security footage from over night.”  

 He nodded his head in compliance. “Just come around the desk,” he said as he waved me over.  

 “Have you even gone over any of this yourself?” I asked. He never mentioned anything about it 

when he called in the murder.  

 “Nope,” he began. “We get to witness this together.” There was a moment of silence before he 

spoke up again. “To be honest, I didn’t even think to check the tapes. I phoned the station the moment I 

saw the body on my floor, and then waited for your arrival.”  

 “Maybe now we can get somewhere,” I said patting Robert on the back.  

 He began loading up the footage from the night before. At the start of the tape, all seemed 

normal. I was scanning the crowd on the screen; looking for anything suspicious. As we watched the 

tapes, there was nothing that I had seen that would have told me any particular person was guilty of the 

crime. Soon enough, the arcade began to empty out. Robert took one last look around before locking 

the place up.   



 We continued watching as the lights in the arcade went out. I was waiting to see whoever the 

criminal was dragging the body in and placing it in the middle of the floor. I needed some kind of lead; 

anything at this point. The minutes on the tape just kept going, which is until the cameras just cut out. 

Out of nowhere, the screen just turned black. It was as if the cameras all stopped recording at the same 

time. 

 “What just happened?” My voice was filled with aggravation.  

 “I don’t know,” Robert replied with the same level of frustration. “This has never happened to 

me before.” 

 A few moments later, the footage kicked back on again. The body was already in the middle of 

the floor, just the way we found him.  

 “Shit,” I let it slide beneath my breath.  

 “Have you ever seen anything like this, Detective?” Robert’s voice was shocked and confused.  

 I look at him, convinced that the camera cutting out was not just a coincidence. “It’s quite 

convenient, isn’t it?” 

 Robert looked up at me with fire in his eyes. “What the hell are you trying to say, detective?” He 

stood from his chair to match my eye level. “Are you trying to say that I killed that poor boy?”  

 “Not once have I ever seen cameras go out like that before,” I began my accusation. “You’re the 

owner of the establishment, so you’d know all the ins and outs. It wouldn’t be that hard for you to figure 

out how to get the cameras to cut out like that.” 

 He was furious. There was no way he was going to believe such accusations against him. 

“Where’s the proof detective?” He was now on the defense. “Where are your leads, evidence, or even a 

motive?” These were all good points; all of which I had no answer for. “I have no connection to that boy, 

so I have no motive.” 

 “I’m sorry to say, Robert,” I began to say with no other explanation at the moment. “Right now 

you’re my number one suspect.” 

 I left him with a shocked look on his face as I left the small office. Back at the crime scene, the 

medics were finally removing the body. There was a feeling in the pit of my stomach, a feeling that once 

the identity of the boy was figured out, I would have the chief, upset parents, and even the media, all 

breathing down my neck to find the culprit responsible for the murder.  

 I saw Paul shaking his head. “Did you find anything?” 

 “No,” he responded. “Not a god damn thing, Harbour.” I could see Paul’s frustration. “Not 

prints, no shoe patterns, hell, there wasn’t even a trace of the body being dragged in.” He paused as he 

looked at me. “Whoever did this knew how to cover their tracks.” 



 My eyes glanced over at the office door. Paul’s voice broke the silence once again. “You don’t 

think he did it, do you?” 

 “Right now he’s the only suspect we’ve got,” my view shifts from the door to Paul. “But without 

any evidence, there’s nothing we can do.” 

 I stopped by some of the other surrounding storefronts to check their outdoor surveillance 

footage. It all ended up being the same. The stores would lock up as they usually do at the end of the 

day, and around the same time in the middle of the night, the cameras would cut out. Then, as if by 

clockwork, the cameras would flicker back to life as if nothing ever happened. The investigation was 

going to be long and extensive, I could feel it. Whoever was behind this murder put a lot of careful 

thought and planning into it.  

 A couple more weeks went by. There was still no evidence to be found; no leads. However, 

there were more bodies piling on to this troubling investigation. It was obvious that the murders were 

all connected. All of the victims seemed to have died the same way. They were strangled with that 

strange string, and then they drowned somehow. The bodies did not all end up at the arcade like the 

first one. They were all scattered along the beach in various locations.  

 One day at the station, in the middle of all the chaos, I met with a kid who was a friend of one of 

the victims. His statement was one of the most bizarre things I had ever heard. Paul had walked him to 

my office. The boy, no older than seventeen, sat on the opposite side of my desk. I nodded to Paul to 

close the door as he left. He did.  

 “Okay son, what’s your name?” I asked calmly. I could see that the boy was nervous.   

 “Shawn Douglas,” He responded.  

 “You’re relation to the victim in question?” The obvious follow up question to ease him into the 

rhythm of his current situation.  

 “She was my girlfriend, sir.” There was sadness in his voice.  

 “What information do you have that can help us out, Shawn?” I wanted him to know he could 

trust me. I needed him to trust me. There were still no leads, so if this kid had anything for me to go off 

of, I was willing to listen.  

 “I know you might think this is going to sound crazy, but please know that I am absolutely 

serious,” Shawn was still nervous about his statement. I felt the eagerness starting to drain away from 

me. I never liked when people said their statement was going to sound crazy. “You see, there’s sort of 

an urban legend that involves the beach and those marionettes at the arcade.” 

 I could feel my nose crinkle as I bit my tongue. As bad as I wanted to interrupt the boy, I knew I 

needed to let him continue.  



 “The story goes that during the slow months; fall, winter, and early spring, the puppets get 

lonely,” he started the tall tale. “They’re so lonely that they come to life at night and hunt anyone who 

may still be hanging around the beach.” 

 “If they’re so lonely, why do they kill people?” I responded. I was not trying to patronize him. I 

could tell that he just needed to tell this story. It was as if he was getting something off of his chest, 

maybe even lifting some weight off his shoulders. 

 “Because Detective Harbour,” he replied. “That’s how they collect the souls of their victims. 

They collect souls so they won’t be lonely anymore.” He went silent and looked down at his feet.  

 “Okay, Mister Douglas,” I say as I began to get out of my seat. 

 “You don’t understand, Detective,” He began again. I sat back in my seat. “I was there when it 

happened. I saw it happen!”  

 “You saw what, exactly?” I needed to ask. If he saw something believable, at least I would have a 

lead. 

 “The marionettes, detective,” there was more sadness, accompanied by fear, in his voice, and 

tears began to swell in his eyes. “I watched as they captured her. They tied her down and strangled the 

life out of her. The damn puppets threw her body into the ocean and collected her soul.” He was 

trembling as he spoke. “Like a coward, I just ran. I didn’t even try to help. I didn’t even try to stop them. I 

just kept running.” 

 “I know that it’s hard to accept the loss of someone so close,” I tried to calm the poor kid. “Right 

now, the best thing for you to do is to just go home and rest. If you need to, seek some help.” 

 “I don’t need a therapist,” he responded sharply. “I’m not crazy if that’s what you’re thinking.” 

 I instantly felt bad. There was no intention of insulting the kid. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 

 Shawn leaned over the desk. “You have to believe me, detective. I’m telling you it’s those 

marionettes. You have to believe me.”  

 I could see the fear in his eyes. The tone of his voice was so serious. All I could do was sit back in 

my chair and gesture towards the door. He shook his head as he left. I knew I had just disappointed the 

kid, but the statement had given me absolutely nothing.  

 Paul guided the boy out of the station and came back to my office. I could tell by the look on his 

face he had some opinion to share. “The closer we get to Halloween, the more the crazies seem to come 

out.”  

 The comment left a sour taste. “The kid just lost someone close to him,” I said in defense of the 

boy. “And please,” I started up again. “Stop standing by the door during interviews, it’s unprofessional.” 



 Paul mumbled something under his breath that I was not able to pick up as he left my office. He 

was right though. The closer we got to Halloween, it seemed the crazier statements became. I was 

getting me nowhere, and my reputation was on the line. For a moment, I thought about the story Shawn 

had told me. The urban legend was one that I feel I had also heard back when I was in school. I had not 

thought about it in a long time. There was no way it was true though. I needed to go back to the scene 

of the first crime.  

 I arrived to an arcade that was filled with people who were blissfully unaware that only a couple 

weeks ago, a dead body was right in their walking path. I had spoken with an employee who told me 

Robert was making at a deposit at the bank. I would just have to wait.  

 As I waited for the owner to get back, I kept a vigilant eye out for anything suspicious. It was not 

long until my eye was brought to the marionette case. I got chills just looking at it. There was no helping 

myself. I walked up to it. My eyes put every detail into its own personal spotlight. The craftsmanship was 

incredibly unique; unlike anything I had ever seen before. That was around the time I saw it; one of the 

faces on the puppets looked so familiar. Where I had seen this face before, I could not remember. I was 

examining it closely. My nose was practically pressed up against the glass.  

 That was the moment all of the puppets seemed to come to life. The music forced me back so 

quickly I landed on my ass. I saw the puppets as they were singing and dancing as if to mock me. As I 

came to my senses, I also saw a small child standing by the coin slot pointing and laughing at me. His 

mother was lightly scolding him and frantically apologizing to me. It was nothing that bothered me all 

that much. It was a little humorous, so I could not blame the kid, or anyone else, for having a small 

laugh.  

 The face on the puppet thought, where had I seen that face before? It kept nagging at my brain, 

as if to eat away at it. The thought was unsettling that the face of a small marionette doll could be the 

face of someone I had seen before. I needed to come to my senses. Clearly, I was becoming 

disconnected with the real world.  

 I waited a little while for Robert to show, and when he finally did, I followed him directly to his 

office. I could tell he was not thrilled to see me in his place of business again. “Come to make more 

accusations, Detective?”  

 “No. I actually just want to ask you some simple, if not strange, questions.” I wanted to make 

sure he knew he was not my main person of interest, even though he was the only one.  

 “Is that so?” He said pretty sarcastically. He was not about to hide the fact that I was his least 

favorite person on the planet. 

 I planted myself in the seat across from his desk. “How much do you know about that 

marionette machine you got out there?” 

 He raised an eyebrow at me. “Are you really beginning to believe that bullshit too?” 



 “What bullshit?” I replied. 

 Robert leaned over his desk like he was about to tell me a well kept secret. “You aren’t the first 

one around here to be bringing up that stupid rumor that those puppets come to life.”  

 “Who else has been talking about it?” I thought if others had been talking about this myth, then 

maybe the one spreading this rumor would be the one murdering these innocent kids. 

  Robert threw himself back into his chair. “Kids, teenagers, I don’t have any specific names to 

give you. All I can tell you is that I’ve heard it going around. I thank fucking Christ that it hasn’t hurt my 

business.”  

 I look back to the door of the office and then back at Robert. “Have you ever thought about 

simply getting rid of the old thing?” 

 “Hell no,” Robert seemed offended at the thought. “Just because of some stupid ghost stories? 

That’s a ridiculous reason to get rid of something that makes money.” 

 “I need to know who started this rumor,” it was like I was creating a thesis. “Maybe if I can 

figure that out, I’ll find out who’s been murdering these kids.” 

 “You do that, Detective,” Robert said with a snarl. “Now get the hell out of my arcade.” 

 I remember feeling confident when I left his office. There was finally a lead to follow; a chip on 

my shoulder. But then it was the next day that the next body was found. The body belonged to none 

other than Shawn Douglas. Just what I needed; more upset parents breathing down my neck. The chief 

was probably one more murder from canning my ass. I was not prepared to let that happen.  

 Shawn’s body was unlike all the others we had discovered. Still located on the beach, and died 

the same as all the others, but there was still one big detail that stood out to all of us. It was under the 

peer at low tide when we arrived to examine the crime scene. Not only was there string around his neck 

that strangled him, but also around his arms and legs; propping him up just like a marionette puppet. 

 This investigation was becoming other worldly. I had never seen, or experienced, anything like 

this in my entire life.  

 “Think this is some kind of message?” Paul asked from behind me as we were still examining the 

body. 

 “I don’t know,” I said, but never breaking eye contact with Shawn’s body.  

“Whoever did this is taking the whole marionette rumor a little too seriously,” I concluded my 

statement.   

 Pictures were taken before his body was cut down. I could only hope that he was finally at 

peace. I wished there was more that I could have done to prevent his death. It was in that moment that I 

realized that I needed to be ruthless in this investigation.   



 I began spending late nights at the beach; this was where and when the murders were 

happening. Something was bound to happen at some point. There was a sense of peace though as I 

spent those nights at the beach. I was surrounded by the stars in the sky. The sound of the crashing 

waves was beautiful. The pressure seemed to melt away.  

 These late nights seemed to bring some clarity into the situation. This new sense peace was 

opening my mind in ways I never knew it could. However, that was when things began to get strange. I 

could finally understand and comprehend the thought of these other worldly explanations. It all 

happened so rapidly.  

One night, a wild sensation was coming over me. Voices were filling my mind, calling out for 

help. Screaming for anyone that would listen. It was not coming from one singular direction, but from all 

around. I was the one listening and looking for any signs of life. There was no one. I was the only one on 

the beach, surrounded by darkness and the sound of crashing waves.  

There were no more neon lights coming from the boardwalk. There was no more boardwalk. 

Just the endless sand of the shore. The stars filled the black void of the night sky. I was trying to pinpoint 

the cries for help. I just remember running on and on, on the endless stretch of the beach. Though I was 

neither getting closer or further from the voice.  

The real world was gone. I was alone, so frighteningly alone. I was trying to catch my breath as 

my thoughts collected. I just wanted to wake up from the nightmare, but this was all too real to be some 

sort of dream. Whatever was happening, was happening for real. I finally fell to my knees when I 

realized that I was the one who really needed help, but I knew no one was going to come for me.  

 That was the mistake I made; letting the pressure fade and letting my guard down. It was the 

exact moment that I had become too late for me to escape the grasp of this reality. That was when I was 

taken from behind. I was unable to see who, or what, was attacking me.  

 The sensation was more than overwhelming. It did not feel as if I was being overpowered, but 

whoever was attacking me was making it impossible to move. That was when I felt it; the string around 

my neck. My fingers were clawing at the string, but it was no use. I was running out of oxygen. My lungs 

were burning; they were on fire.  

 I was finally forced over on to my back and was about to see my attacker. When I did finally see 

the assailant, I could not believe what was in front of me. I was unable to control the urge to piss myself. 

The marionette puppets were standing over me. I tried to swing my arms out at them in an attempt to 

get them off of me. Of course, it was not going to work, there were too many of them. I felt them tie 

down my hands and legs. The panic faded and a thought occurred to me that maybe I wanted this to 

happen. Perhaps letting this happen to me would be a good thing. No longer would I be alone in a world 

filled with morbid chaos.  

 As my vision was coming to a blur, I knew what was going to come next. I had begun to fade into 

death. My vision was falling into darkness, and that was when I felt the cold ocean around me. I was 



submerged in the salty water of the beach. It was too late for me to have a second thought. I let myself 

sink to the bottom of the sea floor.  

 The next thing I remember was the light; bright luminescent light. There was no burning or 

blinding sensation, my eyes did not even need to adjust to it. The world around me was different; I was 

different. No longer was I submerged under the water. I was no longer on the endless stretch of sand 

that was the beach. I noticed the string was not around my neck either, but I also did not need or feel 

the urge to breathe or gasp for air. I was being supported by the string that was around my hands and 

legs. It was what had been keeping me on my feet. I looked around and saw all the familiar faces I had 

seen in the marionette case; the victims whose lives were cut short. They were all here, and now I was 

here as well.  

 My place now is here behind this small pane of glass; a small window that allows you to see into 

my new world. This small village of wooden puppets are all my friends; my new family. There is just one 

problem that we all face here on this small stage, even when we are joyfully singing and dancing. We are 

all very lonely, and in need of some new friends.   

 


