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        Unconvinced that a crushed car is an accident, patrol office Tiffany Waters find herself rescuing a known gambler from a hulking shadow bent on destruction. When her visit to persuade him to cooperate ends in the man’s death by a monster, Tiffany races to find answers while the beast turns its attentions to its new target: Tiffany!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Shake, Rattle & Stomp

          

          A TIFFANY WATERS PARANORMAL MYSTERY

        

      

    

    
      The car at the end of the alley was one of those custom jobs, expensive with special rims, leather upholstered seats, and a flashy silver paint job. Or at least it had been until something had smashed down the front end of it.

      My partner Doug Clark still stood off to the side, shaking his head as if in dismay over a death but there was no body in the car, just the crushed car itself. I peered over the crumbled trunk into the front windshield. Not even a drop of blood in the front seat.

      “Damn shame,” Doug muttered behind me. “Damn shame.”

      I ignored him although I wanted to slap him to get him to help me look around. How had this car ended up in an alley with a crumpled front end like this? I couldn’t see any marks from the car on either of the red brick walls lining the alley. Sure they had their share of marks and scratches, left by a multitude of collisions or whatever but nothing matched the silver car here at the back. Had someone crushed it somewhere else and dumped it here? If so, why?

      “Damn shame,” Doug said.

      I snapped my notebook shut and turned back to him. His belly encroached just a little over his belt, giving him the look of a man ten months pregnant and ready to give birth. Even the black of the police uniform didn’t do much to slim his line. He’d pushed his hat back on his head, letting a shock of hair spill onto his forehead. A forlorn look etched on his meaty face.

      “Are you going to take a look at this, Doug?” I said.

      He blinked at me as if just realizing I was there. “What’s to look at, Tiff? It’s a damaged beauty?”

      I sighed. “Aren’t you the least bit curious as to how it got here?”

      “What do you mean? Someone drove it here?”

      “How?” I said. “Look at it. No one could drive it in this condition.”

      He shook his head at me, or maybe he was shaking his head at the car. I turned back to look at it again. With no body I imagined this investigation would be kept to a minimum.

      After all, we had to stay within the budget.

      But this one was weird and my mind couldn’t let it go even when I heard the sound of Doug’s boots scraping on the concrete as he walked back up the alley. He was going to call a tow truck from the squad car. They’d collect the car and drag it to the pound where it would sit for the prescribed time before being dragged to the dump.

      The license plates had been removed, I noticed, and I bet we wouldn’t find any papers in the glove box either. I circled around to the trunk, my boots kicking away gravel as I walked. I pulled out a handkerchief from my pocket, a white thing with lace at the corners, a gift from my mother who was in denial that her daughter was a police officer. I used the kerchief to test the handle of the trunk. It popped open. Empty. Not even any blood stains. Just half a folded newspaper. I leaned over the trunk to get a better look at the paper. The sports section from last week.

      I finished circling the car. I couldn’t see any drag marks on the road, nothing to show how the car had been brought here. Without a victim, the police department wouldn’t care. I would just be left with my own curiosity and a nagging sense of something wrong.

      No one ever paid attention to that. Not even my mother.

      Nothing more to see here, Tiffany, move it along, I thought, as if that would stop the questions from crowding my mind. You’re too noisy, my mother had always said, you ask too many questions. Girls shouldn’t do that. My mother had been a firm believer in the seen but not heard adage. I, on the other hand, wanted to know about everything so was angling for detective eventually much to the dismay of my mother.

      I always figured she called me Tiffany as a type of punishment.

      Becoming a police officer was my revenge.

      But I wouldn’t get any closer to that detective shield with this kind of case. Just let it go, Tiff, maybe there’ll be a nice drug shooting or something else juicy in the next while.

      I could dream.

      Okay, chalk this one up in the weird column, a crushed car at the end of an alley. No injuries, no complainant. Maybe they’d find the owner from the VIN number stamped at the bottom of the car, maybe they wouldn’t. I headed back up the alley to join Doug at the cruiser. Not my problem anymore.

      But it still bugged me.
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        * * *

      

      Home was a tiny bachelor apartment in the lower east end above a dry cleaner. Dinner was leftover pizza from the night before. Purgatory was the flashing light on my answering machine blinking steadily at me when I walked in the door. I’d been ignoring it all evening but knew if I didn’t pick up the message by nine and return that call, I’d be woken by sirens and pounding on my door before two.

      My mother didn’t believe in the delicate approach.

      I wolfed down my leftover pizza and chased it with a glass of wine. A second glass clutched in my hand fortified me for the answering machine. I raised it to my lips as I pressed the button.

      The machine beeped and the angel of doom spoke from the speaker.

      “Tiffany dear, it’s your mother. I wanted to remind you about cousin Gail’s wedding in three weeks. You have a dress, don’t you? Please tell me you’ll be wearing a dress. Try to find something less boxy this time. Has your hair grown out any? Anyway, I’ve added your name to our gift so you can just give me a cheque for your portion. You can meet us at the house around one. Call me back to let me know that this is okay. Talk to you soon, dear!”

      The machine beeped as I drained my glass.

      The temptation to shave my head was almost overwhelming but would just give my mother more ammunition. I ran a hand over my cropped blond hair. Maybe a mohawk? Too bad that wouldn’t go over well at work.

      Call her back. A shudder ran up my arms. I knew if I put it off for too long she’d just continue to call. And call. And call. There was no escaping from my mother. I figured I must have done something really horrible in a past life to be saddled with her.

      I set my glass down and picked up the phone. Steady, Tiff, I thought. I could do this.

      I hit the speed dial for my mother’s house. The phone ran four times and then the answering machine picked up. My heart pounded. Reprieve! If I left a message fast enough, even if she was there, she wouldn’t be able to pick up. On your mark, get set...

      “Hey mom, I got your message. Yes, I’m getting a dress for Gail’s wedding and put my name down for the gift. I’ll bring money. Meet you at your house by one. See you then. Love ya! Bye!”

      I hung up. Had I heard a click just before I finished my message? Had my mother been there and just picked up? She couldn’t accuse me of not calling her back. I took a deep breath to steady my heart. Another glass of wine tempted me but I didn’t want to head down that road. I knew of too many cops who dealt with their stress that way. I didn’t want to be one of them. Instead I headed for the door, grabbing my gym bag on the way.

      A cool evening breeze ruffled my hair as I headed down the cracked sidewalk. I had the bag slung over my left shoulder and walked with my hands held just away from my body, easier to punch or grab any assailant. Not that anyone ever bothered me. That was the benefit of being five eleven and almost one hundred and eighty-five pounds, most of it muscle. I was the body builder son my father never had and an embarrassment to my mother who seemed to believe that the fifties ideal should live on, not realizing that it hadn’t existed even then.

      Ah well, if I hadn’t had my mother to rebel against, who knew were I would have ended up? Certainly not pulling the door open to Fergus’s Gym.

      The door creaked as I pulled. The old neon sign above the door flickered. The smell of grease, sweat and ammonia assaulted me. I inhaled. Smelled like home. This was a real gym, not one of those places where women dressed in little colour coordinated outfits and dabbed at their foreheads to prevent their makeup from running. This was a gym where working out was serious business. I’d come for over two years before the regulars started to give me the occasional nod. It took almost another year before I got a ‘howdy.’

      A few other women attended the gym but it was mostly men. I changed fast in the change room and hit the weights. Within an hour, I’d managed to get through most of my workout. I hated the squats the worst, so naturally left them to the end when I was tired and cursed extra while pushing through them. Beside me, sitting on one of the benches, old man Dryer chuckled at my whispered curses.

      “If you’re gonna swear, Tiff, at least do it proper,” he said.

      “Screw you, Dryer.” I puffed through another squat.

      He chuckled as he bent over to pick up a fifty pound weight. He started doing bicep curls. Sweat glistened on his arm.

      “You’re getting there,” he said. “I thought a cop would be able to swear better than that.”

      I finished my final squat and shook out my legs. I turned back to him at the weight bench. His arm bulged as he curled the weight. Deep wrinkles covered his face. He wore a head band around his bald head to keep the sweat from his eyes. From the neck down, he looked like a thirty year old. Only his bald, wrinkled head gave any indication of his true age which was closer to seventy.

      “I must have missed that fucking class at the academy,” I said. “Shit.”

      He guffawed, his eyes twinkling merrily at me. I smiled and gave him a salute, leaving him to his workout. He waved with his free hand, not missing a beat with the other.

      A few of the other old timers like Dryer nodded at me as I headed for the change room. I nodded back. Every time I came, there was a core group of them always around, as if they lived at the gym. Maybe they did. I could think of worse places to hang out.

      A fast shower and change left my skin tingling as I left the gym. I could feel energy pulse through me, the natural high after the workout. Better than any drug, I always thought. Now I could even face my mother with a smile, I thought. Hmm, maybe I should hit the gym in the morning before Gail’s wedding, gain an endorphin rush before facing my mother.

      A crash of metal interrupted my musing.

      I jumped at the sound. I looked up and down the street. No sign of any cars. Nothing that would have made that smashing sound. Had I imagined it?

      Another crashed sounded, coming from an alley just ahead to my right. Clutching the handle of my gym bag on my left shoulder, I ran forward, skidding into the alley. Dark shadows flashed past me as I ran. The thought - what the hell am I doing? - darted through my head but was gone before my body could react. I still ran forward.

      The alley widened out at the back into a lot behind a cluster of buildings. Other alleys fed into the lot. Several cars sat parked. A couple of lights on the back of the buildings cast faint yellow glows down on the cars. At the far end, I spotted a blue car, the back end just visible in the pale light. Something loomed over it in the shadows then came smashing down.

      Crash!

      The car jerked back, rolling a little more into the light. The front end looked smashed as if something heavy and huge had fallen on the front. The front tires had blown, sagging into the ground. The back end trembled on the rear tires. The dark shadow ahead of it moved, rising up against the backdrop of the brick building behind it. As it lifted, it cleared the edge of the shadow, rising up to the third story of the building. I squinted, trying to get a better idea of what I was seeing. Was it a boulder?

      It swung down, landing with a crash on the roof of the car. The windshield exploded, crumpling under the weight of the blow. The front end of the car bowed into the ground but did not rebound back. The shock absorbers had failed.

      The boulder swung back up but I could see it wasn’t quite a boulder but the end of some kind of... club? I couldn’t think of calling it anything else. As my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting I could make out a vague shape in the shadow, impossibly huge, standing almost as tall as the building, hunching to hide in the shadows. The club thing lifted again, clearing the edge of the shadows to give me a better look.

      Definitely a club and I could see a huge four fingered hand gripping the end. Thick yellow crusted, chipped nails decorated the ends of the thick fingers as they clutched the club. The skin had a leathery, oil brown look to it. The club swung down again and smashed through the wind shield.

      Someone screamed.

      I cried out in response. The club lifted again. This time a great rumbling sounded from the shadow. The figure backed away, sinking deeper into the darkness then turned to escape down the opposite alley. As it stepped into a dim pool of light, I caught a fleeting glimpse before it fled.

      A huge, hunched figure, two legged and two armed like a man but impossibly huge. The head glancing back over its shoulder at me had a thick brow with stubby horns on either side of its forehead. Tusk-like teeth protruded from the bottom of its open mouth. The ground trembled as it walked, disappearing down the alley.

      I ran for the car. Reaching the passenger’s side, I peered through the shattered glass. Inside, I saw the crumpled figure of a man, trapped under the steering wheel that looked almost imbedded into his lap. He moaned. Blood covered his face from the shattered windshield. His hand jerked on the seat beside him.

      My hands shook as I dug in my gym bag for my cell phone. I dialed nine one one for an ambulance and waited, staying beside the destroyed car.

      “I’ve called for help,” I said to the man in the car, not even knowing if he was conscious enough to understand me. My voice sounded small and vulnerable in the darkened lot. I clutched my bag to me and waited for the wail of the ambulance and police cruiser. I only looked back at the dark shadows where the creature had disappeared once. Okay, maybe twice.

      It didn’t return.
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        * * *

      

      “Sounds like you had an eventful night,” Doug said the next morning as I tucked my hair under my cap.

      “Just another crushed car,” I said.

      “With a victim this time,” he said. “Guy still alive, I heard. You’re a hero.”

      His lips pursed as he said it as if he’d swallowed something sour. Doug didn’t like being shown up by a younger partner. But I’d had enough of coddling his ever expanding butt.

      I turned back to him. “I’m a police officer,” I said. “Maybe you should try it some time.”

      Around us, several of the other men smirked then wiped it from their faces as Doug looked around. He glared at me and hooked a finger.

      “Come on, hero, let’s go be police officers.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said.

      “Too bad you didn’t see what happened,” he said as we headed for our cruiser.

      “It was all over by the time I got there,” I said. I slid into the passenger’s seat, relinquishing the driving to him. Doug always insisted as the senior partner that he drove unless he wanted to read a magazine or book, then he handed the keys to me. I didn’t think he’d be handing me the keys again any time soon.

      He grunted as he got in and we headed out on our beat. I stared out the passenger window. I’d lied to the investigating officers, claiming to hear a crash which attracted me into the alley where I found the car already smashed up. I didn’t describe the creature I’d seen. Who would believe me? A being over three stories tall, carrying a club, horns on its head and tusks in its mouth? It was like some monster out of a fairytale, not the back alley of a grubby downtown neighbourhood.

      I didn’t want to be a laughing stock so I kept my mouth shut. But it gnawed at me. What the hell was that thing?

      Our shift passed. Nothing unusual happened, just the regular domestic disturbances, scaring the crap out of shoplifting kids, a purse snatching and a woman who lost her dog. Doug found the dog three blocks away, huddled under a car and triumphantly returned it to its joyful owner. The rest of the afternoon he strutted around as if he was the big hero.

      I kept my opinion to myself.

      At the end of the shift, I snuck onto the computer to run a quick search on the incident from the night before. The John Doe in the car had been identified: Raymond Neville, known gambler. I reviewed his scant file. He’d been caught up in a sting at the race track several years ago but nothing since then. He’d been known to play and lose, paying off his losses with money borrowed from his wife or family. So what was he doing in a back alley with his car being thumped on by some monster?

      Not your case, Tiff, I thought.  Just let it go. I logged out of the system and grabbed my purse. Time to head home. I had a life to deal with and no time for nonsense.

      Somehow my car ended up in the hospital parking lot.

      I sat in the driver’s seat, staring at the ticket tucked on the dash under the windshield. It reflected in the glass at me like an accusing finger.

      What the hell was I doing here? I had stuff to do, groceries to buy, workouts, friends to call, a mother to avoid. My life was full. Why was I sitting in a parking lot thinking about questioning Raymond Neville?

      It wasn’t even my case.

      But I hadn’t told them everything so the investigating officers would never figure it out. Who would think to look for a giant with a club? Would Raymond mention it? I had to know. I had to find out what the hell it meant.

      I climbed out of the car.

      Neville was out of ICU and in a four bed ward with only one other occupant. The other two beds lay empty, sheets tucked in and waiting. So much for a lack of bed space in hospitals, I thought as I entered the room. The smell of disinfectant was stronger here than in the hallways. My shoes made a shushing sound on the linoleum. I found Neville by the window, the curtain half drawn to shield him from the door.

      I recognized his face from when the paramedics pulled him from the car, except now his expression wasn’t contorted in pain. His blue watery eyes had the heavy lidded look of prescription pain killers. A tube ran into his nose, taped to his right cheek. His thinning brown hair lay limp on his forehead.

      “Mr. Neville?” I bent over his bed, keeping my voice low to not disturb the other patient. This close, I could smell the sour stench of antiseptic and stale cigarettes.

      He made a soft moaning sound. His pupils seemed to fix on me and focus.
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