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Books About Everyone
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The sunlight hit the vampire and he faded away into silent oblivion. That moment always filled me with mixed emotions. Yes, he came to the new city to drain the life out of the people, to feed because he ran out of food in his previous town, but he also wanted to be around people. He was lonely. Maybe in his own way, he loved that woman who watched him die.

“Stevie. Movie’s over. Got another twenty-seven cents?”

I was the only one left in the theater.

Neil stood in the aisle and aimed his flashlight at me, thankfully not in my face. He wore that silly red uniform he called a suit around his skinny body and a red matching cap that did nothing to trap his curly black hair. He told me it made him look like a soldier. It only made him look like an usher in a movie house. Maybe because they never drafted him for the Great War that ended a few years ago. He wanted to serve so badly but his club foot kept him out. 

I once asked if he would try to become a copper. He frowned and glanced off. He probably applied for that, too, but his foot got in the door, in a matter of speaking. 

At least, he found happiness with this job. He could boss people around and make the kids behave during the shows. Like me, now sitting in the second row with a bag of popcorn on my lap. The bag of popcorn prevented me from seeing Nosferatu again. I was broke until next week.

“No,” I said, crumbling the empty paper bag filled with seeds and tossing it over my shoulder. “I’m done.”

“Pick that up,” he gasped, insulted.

“Why?” I asked. “Don’t you have people to clean up between shows?”

“Yes, but we also depend on the kindness of the patrons.”

I buttoned my winter coat and walked out of the butter-coated row. Neil skittered back like an anxious bunny. He was trying to act tough. He wasn’t tough. Neither was I.

“Will Nosferatu play next weekend?” I asked, walking up the center aisle.

He gasped, giving up on making me do something I was never going to do. He rushed into the aisle where the bag landed and picked it up.

“I don’t know,” he said, catching up to me. “You’ll have to ask Smitty.”

Smitty was the projectionist. An old guy who reeked of cigars and onions. Sometimes I smelled it coming into the theatre from his booth behind me even though I was way in the front.

“I hope so,” I say. “It’s a great film.”

“It’s junk. I think it was made in Germany.”

“So?” I asked, opening the door to the lobby on the other side. The lights were bright, blinding. Especially from the concession stand. But it was quiet. Only a few people roamed around and studied the lobby cards of the current films.

“Don’t you read the papers?” he asked. “Some weird things are going on in Germany.”

“Aren’t weird things happening all over the world?” I asked.

**
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I STEPPED OUT OF THE Fillmore Theater. The sun was setting and the crowd lined up at the ticket booth to probably see the new Buster Keaton or Harold Lloyd also playing in the house. People loved comedies. They were okay but I was in a sullen mood. I wanted to see something to match it. Before Nosferatu, which had been playing the last few weeks, I was obsessed with the Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. Now that was a great film. The ending knocked me down every time.

I pulled my cap out from my coat pocket, slipped it on my head, and glanced at the marque. Maybe another scary movie would replace Nosferatu. I could only hope. I’d been hearing about a film called The Hands of Orlac. That would be great to see.

I walked down the three blocks to Second Avenue. I pumped a lot of steam into my step, weaving through the other people against and with me. For some stupid reason, the February wind picked up like a hurricane off the ocean and traveled to the west, funneled by the buildings. Even breathing through my mouth was a chore. I gasped for air a few times, trying to find the right angle to inhale. 

Mom said I should wear my scarf. She gave me a new one for Christmas but Mickey Smith who hung out on the corner in front of Gino’s Shoe Store and Repair punched me in the nose and stole it off my face. Besides a used copy of Frankenstein, my favorite book, it was my only present for Christmas that year. 

I gave mom an oregano plant. Didn’t cost me a thing. I stole the seed out of the grocery store garbage and grew it myself in my bedroom closet. When she was working at the laundry during the day, I left the little pot of soil on my window sill. Even though it faced the alley, a lot of sunlight beamed in. I worried about the heat that blasted from the radiator underneath it. What if the plant dried out?

I worried for nothing. The seed grew and in the next few months it became leafy. When mom found it under the tree, I had never seen her so happy. She loved to cook and spices were not only costly but timely since they were cut off the root. I promised to take care of it so it would last a long time. I might need a bigger pot for it this summer.

We lived in a five-floor walk-up. A skinny building between a huge apartment building and a brownstone. Before the war, there were two railroad apartments on either side of the building for each floor. Then during the war, the owner converted the top three floors and made four one-bedroom apartments for each level. Mom rented the one in the back on the fourth. She slept in the bedroom in the same bed that she used to share with Dad. It was huge and left little space between it and the wall. But Mom missed Dad. She claimed it had his smell on it. Never noticed it but I guess women had keener noses. 

I kept Dad’s uniform and medals from the war. Mom wanted them out of her sight. She tried to throw them in the garbage. They made her angry. The war took her husband away. It took the father of her only son away. I understood. But something inside me wanted to hold onto it. I kept them in a medium-sized lockbox along with my father’s favorite book. A hardcover of Dracula. Once a year, usually around Halloween, I re-read it, never taking it out of the house, fearful that something bad would happen to it. 

When I reached the fourth floor, I walked down the tiny-tiled hallway lined with skinny planks of wood that covered the lower half of the wall. Our apartment door was at the end, next to the other apartment that shared a long wall with us.

I pulled my key out of my pants pocket and slipped it into the lock. A clicking sound filled the hall. I was the only one in the hall. No, it was coming from the apartment next to ours. A rapid-fire taping. A typing. 

Rat-a-tat-tat.

Someone finally moved into the vacant apartment. 

Were they a writer? No human could possibly type that fast for fun. Unless it was a woman practicing to be a secretary or some other office job.

I blew into our apartment and took off my coat and hat. Mom’s pasta sauce filled the air and the intense heat from the radiators made me sweat under my sweater even though I had a few small holes in it to cool me off.

“Stephen?” Mom called out from the kitchen in the middle of the apartment. “Is that you?”

“No, mom,” I said, walking through the foyer which was also my bedroom, down the hall, past the closet and bathroom, and into the little kitchen. Mom’s bedroom was past the kitchen in the back. “I’m a monster looking for a big meal.”

She smiled over her shoulder and made a silly face like she was scared but clearly not.

“Oh, no,” she said. “Good thing I made a lot of food.”

Mom always made a lot of food. She had to freeze it for me for the times when she couldn’t be home for dinner because of work. 

“Should be ready soon,” she said. “Rigatoni needs a few more minutes. Did you wash up?”

“No.” I went to the kitchen sink next to the two-burner stove and washed my hands with the bar of soap. “Someone moved into Mr. York’s place.”

“I heard about that,” Mom said, stirring the pasta in the large pot filled with boiling salted water. “Mrs. Castillo told me all about him. Although, she didn’t know much. I think she wants you to be his new son.”

Mrs. Castillo used to babysit me when I was younger. A nice old woman who listened to radio shows with me on the floor even though she had trouble with her knees. Since I turned ten a few years ago, she stopped doing that but was always around if we needed her. Clearly, she stuck around to marry off my mom. 

I wasn’t offended. Dad was now gone three years. If Mom dated any men, I never saw them. She never brought them home to meet me. Maybe she was waiting for a special one. The way she sat on the couch that opened to my bed and stared at her wedding photo with Dad I doubted she would find anyone to fill the hole his death created.

“So he’s single and handsome?” I asked, smirking and drying my hands with a dishtowel.

Mom grinned and shook her head.

“I have no idea. I haven’t met him yet. Mrs. Castillo believes so.”

“He must have moved in this afternoon.” I sat at the table and leaned my back against the wall. “I don’t remember hearing him yesterday.”

“Hearing him?”

“He’s typing now.”

“Stephen?” Mom asked, glaring at me as she took the pot to the strainer in the sink. “Were you spying?”

“No! He must have been typing in the foyer of his apartment. It was loud.”

Mom poured the water and pasta out, distracted by the chore. She prepared two dishes of pasta with sauce and a piece of Italian bread that she toasted in the oven. The crust was crispy and the insides were soft.

“Typing,” she said, laying a cloth napkin over her lap. “Interesting.”

“Maybe he writes monster stories.”

“You would love that.”

“Oh, I would.”

**
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IF HE WAS WRITING MONSTER stories then I wished he would do it during a respectable hour. It was after midnight and the man was still typing. Since we shared the same wall it was as loud as in the hallway earlier. 

I tossed and turned in my bed for the last three hours. The wire mesh and bars under the thin mattress never felt so uncomfortable. A few times the typing stopped and my eyes miraculously drooped to sleep. But then...

Rat-a-tat-tat!

I tried everything to block it out. I covered my head with a pillow. I stuck cotton in my ears. I even turned on the radio. But because I set it at a low volume so Mom wouldn’t hear, it was useless. 

I was so at the end of my rope that I wanted to ask Mom if I could sleep in the bed with her. She might think I was having nightmares about Dad again. I hadn’t had one in a while. Why worry her about things that were not true?

It stopped. 

It was almost 2 AM. 

Could this be it? 

Could he be done for the night? 

He must have been typing for twelve hours straight. He had to be tired by now.

I closed my eyes. I breathed deep. I pulled the blanket tight. I squirmed into a comfortable crack in the mattress. 

Yes. 

It was working. 

I was falling asleep. 

I wouldn’t be well-rested for school but at least it was something.

I drifted off. 

A wonderful feeling.

Rat-a-tat-tat!

**
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MICKEY SMITH, LOOKING like the devil, smiled at me from across the shoe store he always hung out in front of with his friends. Since he stole my scarf and my pride, I stupidly continued to walk this way home. I should have gone further out of my way. There were other blocks I could have taken but the weather was so cold and my coat wasn’t keeping me warm as it should. I wanted to get home quickly and toast myself in front of our insane radiators. I promised myself that I would go farther out of my way when the temperature dropped.

“Hey, Mangold!” Mickey called out, stretching my name. He made me feel like a baby the way he said it. “Where you going?”

Stupidly, I glanced into his beady eyes. He wore my scarf. His tan face flinched. He must have seen my anger.

“Come here, Mangold,” he said, stepping off the curb, between two parked cars. “I want to talk to you.”

I hugged my school books tighter to my side, picked up my steps, and snaked through the people who filled the sidewalk. The wrong move to make.

“Hey,” he called out. You would think that people noticed this kid who was a few years older than me screaming and waving his arms on the corner. Someone would ask him what was wrong or tell him to shut up. Not this part of the street that was active with traffic and people moving in and out of the stores. Mickey blended in with the activity. “Get your dumb ass back here!”

I ran. Stupid move number two.

Mickey and his two friends chased after me. 

I ran faster. My life depended on speed. I crossed the streets against the light and angered one of the cops directing traffic. The dumb fool should have arrested me or stopped to reprimand me but he gave up. 

When Mickey and his friends crossed to my side of the street, chanting and mangling my name, they started to catch up despite crashing into people or shoving them out of their way. Thankfully, I was skinnier, swifter, and faster. How long would that luck last?

I turned on and sprinted up Second Avenue, finally on my block. My legs and lungs burned. I hugged my books to my chest which probably slowed me down. If I continued to hold them under my arm, the bulky objects would have jiggled out onto the street. I had homework and if Mickey and his dopes stole my books I would never hear the end of it from Mom and teachers.

Hope rose in my heart when I saw the stoop to my building. I ran up the steps and through the first door that led into a vestibule. The space was tight and home to the mailboxes. The second unlocked door directly across led into the stairway and the narrow hall of first floor apartments. I swept through the second door as the first door opened behind me. Once on the other side, I leaned against it, hoping my weight was enough to keep it closed. It wasn’t. Mickey and his friends, in the small vestibule, pushed at the door and screamed out my name.

“Gonna kill you, you little rat!”

My heart pounded in my ears, matching the sound of the door slamming shut from my pressure as they rammed the other side. I contemplated screaming for help. Someone should hear me. Did I want that, though? Mom was upstairs sleeping, preparing for her night shift. If she didn’t hear me then others would. God forbid Mrs. Castillo came down. She would tell Mom. Mickey Smith would give my mother more reason to worry about me throughout the day.

An arm snuck in through the gap and grabbed my shoulder. I screamed. I should have pressed all my weight into the door. I was out of my mind and confused. Instead, I stumbled onto the short stairs that led up to the hall. I fell on my face and the books tumbled to the floor.

Mickey and his two friends slammed the door open, almost burying the knob into the wall, and panted. Evil filled their eyes. Sweat coated their ugly mugs. Their teeth shined bright in anticipation of my death. And my death was near. Mickey pulled a switchblade from his new coat pocket, a coat he probably stole from some other poor kid.

“You are one stupid fuck,” he panted.

On my back, I crawled up the stairs, my eyes on the knife. My body tensed, preparing to be stabbed. Would it hurt? Would it hurt long? Who would take care of my mom? How long would my dead body lay here until someone noticed? Until maggots and flies infested it?

“You’re going to learn a little respect,” Mickey said. “When I tell you to come over, you follow that order.”

Did this mean he wasn’t going to kill me? I was going to live to do this again? Everyday? Maybe death would be better.

“Excuse me?” a man asked.

We all glanced behind me at a man who came down the stairs and stopped to turn the corner. A corner that I blocked. A man in his mid-twenties with dark hair under a hat. He wore a suit under his open, dark brown overcoat. His pale, clean-shaven face with blue eyes was blank of expression. Didn’t he see the knife?

“Go fuck yourself,” Mickey said, pointing his knife at him for emphasis.

The man tilted his head to the side as if he wondered if it was possible and how he would do it.

While Mickey was distracted, I scrambled to my feet and stood close to the man, almost hiding behind him. I had no idea who he was or what he was doing here but at the moment he was my savior.

“I don’t understand,” the man said.

The friends giggled. The redhead one sounded like a hyena. Mickey stepped closer.

“Go back upstairs where you came from and stick a broom up your ass,” he said, making his voice as menacing as possible.

The man’s eyes rolled to the ceiling. He hummed. His fingers flickered.

“Why?” he asked.

Mickey guffawed. His friends laughed harder.

“Who is this freak?” he asked.

I agreed. This guy was weird. He should be scared.

“I am Martin Goodis,” the man said. “Who are you?”

Mickey moved up the short stairs, past me, and to Martin Goodis.

“I’m the angel of death,” he said. 

Mickey pointed the knife at the man’s nose. The man flinched and swatted it away as if it was an annoying fly. This angered Mickey. He brought the knife down and back for an underhand stab. I gasped and closed my eyes. No way I wanted to see the knife go into the man’s belly.
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