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Welcome to Murder & Mayhem in Muskego

(M&M, the convention not the candy)

 


I’ve often been asked how M&M began. My story has
always been that I blame a late night, a fully loaded pizza and one
too many bottles of mediocre wine. While that’s a colorful story,
in reality, only one part of it is marginally true, alcohol was
involved just not wine. The reality is Jane Genzel, my friend and
partner in crime at the library and I were commiserating about not
being able to attend all the mystery conventions we would like.
Financial and time constraints were weighing heavily on us. We felt
our only option was to bring the mystery community to us! Sounds
simple enough, we would select some of our favorite authors, invite
them to Muskego Public Library, share the event with other mystery
readers and have a great time! It was a Mountain to Muhammad
moment. The problem had been solved!

In the cold clear light of Monday morning, when
common sense is said to prevail, we still knew we had a great idea.
We really were brilliant! But brilliance only lasts until you
actually have to make the idea work. Two months later our
collective brilliance was on a downward spiral and gaining
momentum, when Jane and I attended the local MWA dinner meeting. We
were assigned the table with friends Jon and Ruth Jordan and
somewhere during the second course I scraped up enough courage to
ask if a day long library event with selected mystery authors might
work. Before dessert was served we had mapped out a plan and the
rest is history.

In November 2012, Muskego Public Library will host
the 8th Edition of Murder & Mayhem in Muskego. Has
it been easy? Well, no. We’ve had our share of bumps and bone
jarring pot holes, but it has been a spectacular adventure. Nothing
can compare to welcoming 350 mystery readers and knowing you’ve
brought these people a one of a kind program. Seeing the authors
everyone knows, reads and enjoys actually in my library gives me
goose bumps every single time.

M&M has hosted the most incredible list of
authors, far too many to list, the number is well over 400. Without
their generous gift of time and their unbelievable talents, Murder
& Mayhem would not exist. To each and every one, I say thank
you.

To the Friends of Muskego Public Library, I owe a
huge debt. They said yes to the vague plan for this event and every
year since, they say yes again. The Friends spend all year raising
money to support Murder & Mayhem. Thank you, thank you and
thank you. Support your local library and Friends group, they need
you.

And you, Dear Reader, thank you!

 


Penny

Muskego Public Library

May 2012

 


Back to TOC

 



 





Hollywood Lanes

Megan Abbott

 


The way their banner-blue uniforms pressed up against
each other, the wilting collar corners, her twitchy cocktail apron
and his regulation pinman trousers—I was only a kid, but I knew it
was something and it made my head go hot, my stomach pinch. Eddie
worked the alley, made the lanes shine with that burring rotary
machine. Carol slung beer at the cocktail lounge, heels digging in
the heavy carpet, studded each night with peanut skins, cigarette
ashes, cherry stems.

They were there every day, at 3:30, in the dark,
narrow alley behind the pinsetting machines. And I saw them, saw
them plain as day as I sat just outside the machine room on a metal
stool, picking summer scabs off my knee. First time by accident,
just hiding out back there, where it was quiet and no one came
around.

Eddie’d been there a month, he and his wife, Sherry,
who ran concessions with my mother over by the shoe station. He had
blue-black hair, slick like those olives in the jar at the Italian
grocery store. When he walked through the joint, coming on his
shift, everyone, the waitresses, even old Jimmy, the sweaty-faced
manager, lit up like a row of sparklers because he was a friendly
guy with a lot of smiles and his uniform always finely pressed and
the strong smell of limey cologne coming off him like a movie star
or something.

No one could figure him and Sherry. Sherry with the
damp, faded blonde features, eyes empty as the rubber dish tub she
was always resting her dusty elbows on. Cracking gum, staring
open-mouthed at the crowds, the families, the amateur baseball
team, the VFW fellas, the beery young marrieds swinging their arms
around, skidding down the lanes, collapsing into each other’s laps
after each crack of the pins, Sherry never moved, except to shift
her weight from one spindly leg to the other.

 


 


Just shy of thirteen, I was at Hollywood Lanes every
day that summer. Husband three months gone, my mother was working
double shifts to keep me in shoes, to hear her tell it. I helped
the dish washers, loading racks of cloudy glasses into the steaming
machine, the only girl they ever let do it. Some days, I helped
Georgie spray out the shoes or use Clean Strike on the balls.

But I always beat tracks at 3:30 so I could be
behind the pin racks. Eddie and Carol, his hands spread across her
waist, leaning into her, saying things to her. What was he
saying? What was he telling her?

 


 


Sherry’s face looked tired in the yellow haze of the
fluorescent pretzel carousel.

“Kid,” she said. “You’re here all the time.”

I didn’t say anything. My mother was stacking cups
in the corner, squirming in her uniform, too tight across her
chest.

“You know Eddie? You know him?” Sherry gestured over
to the lanes.

I nodded. My mother spun one of the waxy cups on her
finger, watching.

“I know what’s what,” Sherry said, looking over at
my mother. I felt something ring in my chest, like a buzzer or
school bell.

“You don’t know,” my mother said, looking at the
rotating hotdogs, thick and glossy.

“I got eyes,” Sherry said, gaze fixed on the lanes,
on Eddie, running the floor waxer over them jauntily. He liked
using the machine. He kind of danced with it, not in a showy way,
but there was a rhythm to the way he moved it, twirled around on it
like he was ice skating. Billy, the last guy, twice Eddie’s age,
looked like he would fall asleep as he did it, weaving down each
lane, hung over from a long night at Marshall’s Tavern. His hands
always shook when he handed out shoes. Then he threw up all over
the men’s room during Family Night and Jimmy fired him.

“Don’t tell me I don’t got eyes,” Sherry was
saying.

“We all got eyes,” my mother said. “But there’s
nothing to see.” Her brow wet with grease from the grill, her
eyeshadow smeared. “There’s not a goddamned thing to see.”

I didn’t say anything. I never said anything. But
something was funny in the way Sherry was looking at Eddie. She
always had that blank look, but it used to seem like a little girl,
a doll, limbs soft and loose, black buttons for eyes. Now, though,
it was different. It was different, but I wasn’t sure how.

 


 


Back there in that space behind the pins, it was
like backstage and no one could see even though all eyes were
facing it. As soon as you walked in a bowling alley that was where
your eyes went. You couldn’t help it. But you never thought that
could be going on behind the pins, so tidy and white.

And each day I’d watch. It was a hundred degrees or
more back there. It was filled with noise, all the sharp cracks
echoing through the place. But I was watching the way Carol
trembled. Because she always seemed so cool and easy, with her long
pane of dark hair, her thick fringe of dark lashes pasted on in the
Ladies Room one by one. (“They get her tips, batting those babies
like a raccoon in heat,” Myrna, the old lady who worked dayshift
concessions, said. “Those and the pushup brassiere.”)

 


 


Carol was talking to Diane, the other cocktail
waitress. Diane used to work at the Stratton but, to hear her tell
it, the minute her tits dropped a half-inch, they put her out on
her can. She hated the Lanes. “How much tips can I get from these
Knights of Columbus types,” she always groaned. She worked at
Whitestone Lanes too and had plenty to say about the customers
there as well.

I was sitting at a table in the cocktail lounge,
looking at pictures of Princess Grace in someone’s leftover Life
Magazine. I wasn’t supposed to be in there, but no one ever
bothered me until Happy Hour.

“She can jaw all she wants,” Carol was saying,
eating green cherries from the dish on the bar. “It’s all noise to
me.” She was talking about Sherry.

“She should take it up with her man, she has
something to say about things,” Diane said.

“I don’t care what she does.”

“What I hear, she can’t show her face in Ozone Park.
They all remember her family. Trash from trash.”

“I’m going to haul bills tonight, I can tell. Look
at ‘em,” Carol said, surveying the softball team swarming in like
bright bumble bees.

“Yeah, good luck,” Diane said, then nodded at
Carol’s neckline. “Bend, bend, bend.”

 


 


In the bathroom once, right after, I pretended to be
fixing my hair, snapping and resnapping a colored rubber band
around my slack ponytail. I knew Carol would be in there, always
went in there after. When she came out of the stall, I looked at
her in the mirror. Her face steaming pink, she brushed her shiny
hair in long strokes, swooping her arm up and down and swiveling a
little like she was dancing or something. She was watching her own
face in the mirror. I wondered what she was watching for.

I saw the dust on her back, shaken between her
shoulder blades. I wanted to reach my hand out and brush it
away.

 


 


Eddie was oiling the lanes and saw me watching,
eating French fries off a paper plate at the head of Lane 3.

“And there’s my girl,” he said. He said it like we
talked all the time, but it was the first time he’d ever said
anything to me. “Stuck inside every day. Don’t you like to go to
the Y or something? Go to the city pool?”

“I don’t like to swim,” I said. Which was true, but
my mother didn’t want me to go there by myself. When summer
started, she let me go once to a pool day with the kids at school,
but when I got home, she was sitting on the front steps of our
building like she’d been waiting for me for hours. Her face was red
and puffy and I never saw her so glad to see me. That was the only
time I went. Besides, she’d never liked it. Mr. Upton, before he
left, was always telling her I’d get diseases at the public
pool.

“All kids like to swim, don’t they?” Eddie was
saying. He tilted his head and smiled. “Don’t girls like to show
off their swimming suits?”

I ate another fry, even though it was too hot and
made my mouth burn, lips sting with salt.

“I always liked to go, just splash around and
stuff,” he said. “You got no one to take you, huh?”

“I don’t really swim much,” I said.

He nodded with a grin, like he was figuring
something out. “I get it. Well, I’d take you, but I guess your
daddy wouldn’t like it.”

I felt my thigh slide on the plastic seat. I looked
at the far end of the lanes. I felt my thigh come unstuck and slide
off the edge of the seat and it was shaking. “He’s gone” I
said.

Eddie paused for a flickering second before he
smiled. “Then I guess I got a chance.”

 


 


Fred Upton was my mother’s husband. My real old man
died when I was a baby. He had some kind of infection that went to
his brain.

There were some guys in between, but two years ago
it was all about Mr. Upton. We moved from Kew Gardens when she got
tangled up with him and quit her job at Leona Pick selling dresses.
She’d met Mr. Upton working there, sold him a billowy nightgown for
his fiancée and he took her out for spaghetti with clams at
LaStella on Queens Boulevard that very night. They got hitched at
City Hall three weeks later.

Before he left, times were pretty good. It was
always trips to Austin Street to buy new shoes with t-straps and
lunch at the Hamburger Train and going in the dress store with the
soft carpet, running our hands through the linen and seersucker
dresses—with names like buttercup yellow, grasshopper green,
goldenrod, strawberry punch. One day he bought her three dresses,
soft summer sheaths with boatneck collars like a woman you’d see on
TV or the movies. The sales lady wrapped them in tissue for her
even when my mother told her they weren’t a gift.

“They’re a gift for you, aren’t they?” the lady had
said, her pink cake icing lips doing something like a smile.

Those dresses were sitting in the closet now, unworn
for months yellowing, smelling like stale perfume, old smoke. Never
saw my mother out of one of her two uniforms these days, except
when she slept in the foldout couch, usually in her slip. Some days
I tugged off her pantyhose while she slept.

“He said he was going to the Aqueduct,” I heard my
mother say on the telephone to a girlfriend soon after he left.
“But his sister tells me he’s in Miami Beach.”

It had been three months now and wherever Fred Upton
went, he wasn’t in Queens. Someone my mother met in a bar told her
he heard Mr. Upton was dead, killed in a hotel fire in Atlantic
City the same night he’d left. That was the last I heard. I didn’t
ask. I could tell she didn’t want me to. I hoped she’d forget about
Mr. Upton and marry a mailman or a man who worked in an office. As
it was, I figured us for six more weeks of this and we’d be moving
in with my grandmother in Flushing.

 


 


“She’s got ants in her pants, that one,” Myrna was
saying to Sherry. Myrna had a big birthmark on her cheek that
twitched whenever she disapproved of something, which was a lot.
She was talking about Carol, who she called “Lane 30,” because that
was where the cocktail lounge was. “Thinks she’s got it coming and
going.”

“Don’t I know. She better watch where she shakes
that,” Sherry said, face tight and sallow under the fluorescent
light. She looked like a sickly yellow bird, a pinched lemon.

“You got ideas.”

“Sure I got ideas. And I’m no rabbit. Maybe she
needs to hear that.”

“I’ll see she does.”

Sherry nodded. Those flat eyes were jumping. That
slack lip now drawn tight. Her face all moving, all jigsawing
around. She looked different, more interesting. Not pretty. It was
all too much for pretty. But you couldn’t take your eyes off
it.

 


 


I wasn’t supposed to be back there at all. Once,
years before, some kid, not even fifteen-years-old, was working at
the Lanes. He got stuck in the pinsetter machine and died. There
were a million different stories of how it happened, but ever
since, no one under twenty-one was supposed to be back there. But I
never got near the clanging machine. I stayed in the alcove where
they kept the cleaning equipment.

From there, I could see them and they never saw me.
They never even looked around.

Sometimes, Eddie would be whispering to her, but I
couldn’t hear.

They were just pressed together and, when the
machine wasn’t going, when no one was bowling, you could hear the
rustle of their uniforms brushing against each other.

The more he moved, the more she did and I could hear
her breathing and her breath go faster and faster. He covered her
and I couldn’t see her except her long hair and her long legs wound
round. I was too far to see her eyes. I wanted to see her eyes. It
was like he was shaking her into life.

 


 


“Things are getting interesting,” Mrs. Schwartz was
saying to my mother, who was resting against the counter, slapping
around a washrag tiredly. You can lean, you can clean, Jimmy always
said.

“Don’t count on it,” my mother said.

“She might try harder, wants to keep a man like
that,” Mrs. Schwartz said. Mrs. Schwartz was the head of one of the
women’s leagues. She was always there early to gossip with Diane. I
think she knew Diane from the Stratton, where Mrs. Schwartz met her
second husband. They liked to talk about everybody they knew and
the terrible things they were doing.

“Looks like a singer or something,” she added,
twisting in her capris. “A television personality. Even his teeth.
He’s got fine teeth.”

“I never noticed his teeth,” my mother said.

“Take note,” Mrs. Schwartz said, nodding
gravely.

Diane walked up, clipping her name tag on her
uniform. No one said anything for a minute. They were watching
Sherry walk into the Ladies Room, cigarette pack in hand

“She can’t even be bothered to put on lipstick,”
Mrs. Schwartz said, shaking her head. “Comb her hair more than
twice a day.”

“Her skin smells like grill,” Diane said under her
breath. The two women laughed without making any noise, hands
passing in front of their faces.

Mrs. Schwartz left to meet her teammates surging
into the place with their shocks of bright hair and matching shirts
the color of Creamsicles.

Diane was watching Sherry come out of the Ladies
Room, tying her apron.

“Trash,” Diane said to my mother. Then, in a lower
voice, “They used to live upstate. Her father’s doing a hitch in
Auburn. Got in a fight at a stoplight, beat a man with a tire iron.
Man lost an eye.”

“How do you know,” my mother said.

“Jimmy told me. He gave her hell for making a call
to State Corrections on his dime.” Diane shook her head again.
“Mark my words, she’s trouble too. Trash from trash.”

I looked over at Sherry, leaning against a ball
return to tie her apron. She had her eyes on them, on all of us.
She couldn’t hear, but it was like she did.

“Mark my words,” Diane said. “Blood will tell.”

 


 


That whole summer, I’d lie in bed at night waiting
for my mother to come home from her shift waiting tables at the
tavern. I’d lie in bed and think about Eddie and Carol. It was like
how I used to think about Alice Crimmins, the Kew Gardens lady who
killed her kids so she could be with her boyfriend. I couldn’t get
her face from the newspaper out of my head. Two, three times a
night, I’d run around testing all the window latches, the window
gates.

Now, though, it was all about Eddie and Carol. I’d
stay under my sheets—cool from sitting in the refrigerator for
hours while I watched television and ate Chef Boyardee—and think
about how they looked, all flushed and pulsing, how you could feel
it coming off them. You could feel it burning in them. It made my
throat go dry. It made something ripple in me, like the time I rode
the rollercoaster at Fairyland and thought I just might die.

But then I’d start thinking of Sherry standing
behind that counter all day. When she’d first started, she cracked
gum and looked bored, went in the bathroom twice a day to wash
hotdog sweat off her hands and spit out her gum in the sink.

But lately she didn’t look bored. And, nights, she’d
get into my head. Standing there like that, her head dropping, eyes
lowered, watching.

Watching so close I wondered when she was going to
make her move. Was she waiting to see it for herself? Hadn’t she
figured out yet when and where it was happening, right behind the
wall of pin trestles she—we all—stared at every day, all day?

Each day it seemed closer and closer. Each day you
could feel it in the place, even as the clean and fresh-faced
Forest Hills kids pounded their bright white tennis shoes down each
alley, even as the shiny haired teenagers hunched over the pinball
machines, shoving their hips, twisting their bodies, like they
wanted to squirm out of their skin, even as the customers at the
bar, steeled behind smoked glass by Lane 30, cocooned from the
pitch of the squealing kids and mooning double dates, cool in their
adult hideaway of tonic and cool beer, crushed ice and lemon rinds
and low jazz and soft-toned waitress with long, snapping sheets of
hair and warm smiles and a bartender who understood them and would
make them happy, would know just what to do to make them happy…even
with all that going on at the Lanes, it was going to happen.

 


 


“I don’t like the way they talk about her,” Diane was
whispering to my mother, leaning over my mother’s counter,
tangerine nails tapping anxiously. “Sherry and Myrna and Myrna’s
friends from the Tuesday league.”

“Talk’s just talk,” my mother said, loosening her
apron.

“Listen,” she said, leaning closer. Looking over at
me, trying to get me not to listen. “Listen, she deserves
something. Carol does.” Her voice even lower, husky and suddenly
soft. “Her mom’s at Creedmore. She’s been there a while. Took a hot
iron to Carol when she was a kid. She was sound asleep when it
happened. Still a scar the shape of a shield on her stomach.”

Diane was looking at my mother, looking at her like
she was asking her something. Asking her to understand
something.

My mother nodded, eyes flickering as the fluorescent
light made a pop. “You got a customer, Diane,” she said, pointing
toward the bar.

 


 


I was thinking they might stop. Might take a few days
off, let things cool off. But they didn’t. They only changed it up
a little. From what I could tell, Carol came in the back way for
her shift and met Eddie first. Met him back there before anyone
even saw her. But they didn’t stop. And one day Eddie came out with
a streak of Carol’s lilac lipstick on his bleach-white collar, just
like in a story in a women’s magazine.

I watched him walk across the place, lane by lane,
with the stain on him. I looked over at Sherry, who was leaning
against the pinball machine and watching him. I thought: this is
it. She’s too far to see it, I thought to myself. But if he
moved closer. If she moves closer.

But neither of them did.

When I saw him later, the lipstick was gone, collar
slightly damp. I pictured him in the Men’s Room scrubbing it off,
scrubbing her off. Looking in the mirror and thinking about what
he’d done and what he couldn’t help but keep doing.

 


 


The kids from Forest Hills High School were all over
the place that afternoon, all in their summer clothes, girls with
tan legs and boys freshly showered and gleaming. The rain had sent
them already, some straight from lounge chairs at the club, others
from lifeguarding or the tennis courts. I always noticed the fuzzy
edges of my summer Keds around them. I always wondered how the
girls got their hair so shiny, their clothes so crisp, their eyes
so bright.

I had a feeling it was going to happen that day. I
couldn’t say why. Before Sherry even got there. But when she did I
knew for sure.

She looked like she’d been running a fever. There
was this gritty film all over her skin and red blotches at her
temples. Her uniform looked unwashed from the day before, a ring of
grease circling her belly.

She was late and I’d just left my post, just left
the two of them. They never took their clothes off, ever, but
sometimes he’d lift her skirt so high I could see flashes of her
skin. I was looking for the scar, but I never saw it.

Her fingers pinched around his neck, the rushed
pitch to her voice, soft but streaming…it felt different this time.
It felt like something was turning. Maybe it was something in the
way his hands moved, more quiet, more careful. Maybe something in
her that made her move looser, almost still.

I got it then. And then it was for sure when I saw
them break apart and each look the other way. She dropped her skirt
down. He was already walking away.

I flicked off the last piece of the strawberried
scar on my knee. The skin underneath was still tender,
puckered.

And now there was Sherry. I was walking from the
back and she was right in front of me, talking at me, her voice
funny, toneless.

“I saw you sitting over there yesterday. By the
machine room.”

“No one’s at concessions,” I said, wondering where
my mother had gone.

“It was the same time. I saw you come out from there
at the same time yesterday.”

“I guess,” I said.

 


 


It was ten minutes later, no more, when we all heard
the shouting. Jimmy, Myrna, Eddie, two guys putting on their
bowling shoes—we all followed the sounds to the Ladies Room.

Carol was hunched over, hair hanging in long panels
in front of her. She looked surprised, her mouth a small “o.”

At first, I thought Sherry’d just punched her in the
stomach.

But then I saw it in her hand. The blade was short
and Sherry held it so close to her, elbows at her waist.

The blade was short and it couldn’t have gone
deep.

Jimmy backhanded Sherry. She cracked her head on the
stall door and slid slowly to the floor, one hand reaching out for
Jimmy’s shirt.

The knife fell and I saw it was one of those
plastic-handled ones they used to open the hotdog packages at
concessions.

Eddie pushed past Jimmy and knelt down beside
Sherry. She had a surprised look on her face. He was whispering to
her, “Sherry, Sherry…”

Carol was watching Eddie. Then she turned away and
looked down at her stomach and a tiny blotch of red against the
banner blue.

“That ain’t nothing,” Myrna said, birthmark
twitching. “That ain’t nothing at all.”

 


 


Myrna taped up Carol with the first-aid kit. Then
Jimmy took all three of them to his office. I walked over to
concessions, but no one was there.

That was when Diane came running in, shouting for
someone to call an ambulance.

“We don’t need no ambulance,” Myrna said. “I hurt
myself worse getting out of bed.”

But Diane was already on the phone at the shoe
rental desk.

 


 


We all ran down the long hallway that led out of the
lanes and up the stairs to the Boulevard.

Someone must have already called because the
ambulance was there.

At first, it was like my mother had just lain down
on the street. But the way her neck was turned looked funny. Like
her head had put on wrong.

Diane grabbed me from behind and pulled me back.

That was when I saw a middle-aged man in a gray suit
sitting on the curb, his face in his hands. His car door was open
like he’d stumbled out to the curb. He was crying loudly, his whole
body shaking. I’d never heard a man cry like that.

Diane was telling everyone who would listen.

“She said she saw him. She said she saw Fred Upton
pass by on the 4:08 yesterday. But he’d never take a bus, would he.
That’s what she said. So she wanted to watch for it at the same
time today. See if it was him. You know how she always thought she
was seeing him somewhere.

“No one must’ve hit the bell because the bus didn’t
stop. And she just ran out onto the Boulevard after it. That car
didn’t have time to stop.”

She looked over at the man, who started sobbing even
louder.

“Hit her like a paper doll,” Diane was saying.
“Nothing but a paper doll going up in the wind and then coming
down.”

 


 


Later, I would figure it out. My mother, nights
spent looking out diner windows, uniform steeped in smoke, thinking
of the stretch of her thirty years, filled with glazy-eyed men
stumbling into her life all with the promise of four decades of
union wages like her old man, repairing refrigerators, freezers in
private homes, restaurants, country clubs, office buildings for her
whole life never stopping for more than one Rheingold at the corner
bar before coming home for pot roast at the table with wife and
three kids.

Those men came, but never for long or they came and
then turned, sometime during the first, second night in her bed
into something else altogether, something that needed her, sure,
but also needed the countergirl at Peter Pan bakery or four nights
a week betting horses at the parking garage on Austin Street or a
night watching the fights at Sunnyside Garden even it was her
birthday and, yeah, maybe he needed the roundcard girl he met there
too.

There was a dream of something and maybe it wasn’t
even a man like her old man or the man in the Arrow Shirt ad or the
doctor she met once at the diner, the one with the big apartment in
the new highrises, the view from the bedroom so great that she’d
have to see it to believe it, he said. Maybe it wasn’t a man dream
at all. But it was something. It was something and it was there and
then it was gone.

 


 


“Hollywood Lanes” originally appeared in Queens
Noir (Akashic Books, 2007), edited by Robert Knightly.
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Pattern Recognition

Dana Cameron

 


Joel’s eyes went straight to her breasts, then lower,
where they loitered. The next moment was a blur of arousal,
interest and, when his brain caught up with his spinal cord,
curiosity, followed by concern and building fear.

Naked, was the first word that came to him.
Then girl, dirty, crazy.

She was naked, save for a scarf draped over
her head. She stood on a rickety wooden chair in the middle of the
room, skinny arms outstretched wide before her, shaking with the
effort of holding them up. Her brown hair was long and tangled and
she looked like something out of National Geographic.

Joel felt a rumbling beneath his feet; maybe it was
the train passing nearby.

Her eyes finally opened, wide and unfocused, as if
he’d wakened her from a dream. She glanced around, looked right
through Joel as if he wasn’t even there, then mumbled
something.

“Didn’t catch that,” he said, wondering if reaching
for his cell phone would set her off. She didn’t look like
much, he thought, but you couldn’t be too careful. Not with
a killer on the loose.

“Thought it would work,” she said, swallowing. “This
time.”

He pretended to look around, shook his head. “Nope.
I guess not.”

He didn’t want to know who she was, didn’t want her
to be his problem. He held out a hand, hoping she’d get down and
leave.

It halfway worked. She climbed off the chair, but
then sat down.

He stepped toward her and his foot slipped. When he
looked down, he saw olive oil covering the floor. All over her
arms, dripping down her legs, the empty container in the corner, as
if it had been flung away.

Joel tamped down burgeoning panic as he tried not to
think of the ridiculously expensive olive oil. It had been one of
the last things he and Lenore had argued about before she left.

The anxiety that plagued him so constantly—had he
locked the door? Had he been offensive to the waitress? Had he
really cut someone off in traffic?—was somewhat at bay because he’d
just come from therapy. Maybe this was one of those opportunities
his shrink had mentioned, about climbing out of his own head to
help someone else. Not her words exactly, but…

“You got a name?” he said, flinching. He hadn’t
meant the question to come out so brusquely.

“I don’t think so.” She stood, and to Joel’s relief,
went over to a pile of clothing on the floor, just out of range of
the pool of oil that was being sucked into the hungry, rough wood
planks. “This isn’t your place.” She seemed fine now, blotting
herself with the scarf, as if she remembered nothing of standing
naked in a stranger’s presence. As if she’d suddenly realized how
cold and drafty the room was.

“No.” The apartment was his cousin’s, loaned to him
on condition he admit the bead shop staff downstairs every day and
lock up at night. “It’s not yours either,” he said. Not
aggressive, really, he thought. Maybe a little nudge, a hint
of assertiveness. Nothing anyone could take offense at,
surely?

She didn’t seem so dangerous now, in an old pair of
cargo pants, a hoodie and Docs. The sodden scarf was wrapped around
her neck, forgotten.

“No. I…” She faltered for the first time, looked
around her. “I don’t know where I am.”

“How about we get someone to come pick you up?” Joel
was emboldened by the idea of his authority. It had been a while.
“Is there someone we can call?”

She opened her mouth to speak, then shut it. After
half a minute, she said, “I don’t think so. I think I’m trying to
hide.”

No shit. I would, too, if I was crazy as you,
he thought. He flinched at the uncharitable thought. “Um…okay. We
won’t let anyone hurt you. I’ll call a friend of mine.” The more he
thought about calling Dr. Steuben, the more it seemed like a good
idea. “She’ll be able to help you sort things out.”

And if not, she can check you into the cracker
factory.

“Okay.” She went over to the window, looked out into
the winter dusk and shivered. “This is Salem?”

Joel fumbled with his phone. And I’d been so
close to taking the doctor off speed-dial, he thought. “Uh,
yeah. Massachusetts. March 14, 20—”

“Yeah, thanks, I got it.” She interrupted him with a
frown that said “asshole.”

“Hey, I’m not the one standing naked on chairs,” he
said then immediately regretted it. What if he set her off? What if
she got violent? He of all people should be more sympathetic.
“Sorry. I’m sorry. I just didn’t know…what else you didn’t
know.”

She shrugged. “Me, neither.”

Luckily, Dr. Steuben answered just then. Joel told
his story and after confirming neither one of them was injured—as
far as he could tell the woman was perfectly fine, just lost in
thought—Dr. Steuben asked, “Did you ask if she knew your cousin? If
she’d been given a key of her own?”

“Ummm…”

“It’s like we discussed, Joel. Stick with the
basics, what’s most likely. That will help.”

He imagined he could hear her impatience and felt
chastened. “Okay, hang on a sec.” He covered the phone. “You don’t
know Diana, do you?

“Who?”

“My cousin, the woman who owns this apartment? And
the bead store downstairs?”

“No.” That seemed to worry her.

Joel returned to the phone, feeling vindicated.
“Never heard of Diana.”

“Tell me again what the woman was doing.”

He turned away, as if to conceal his words from the
woman herself and described the scene. “It was, I don’t know,” he
finished. “Like something from the History Channel? Ancient
looking?”

He felt stupid as soon as he said it and when his
therapist didn’t say anything, he was sure her concern about him
had cranked up a couple of notches. He could hear a keyboard
clattering in the background and wondered if she was taking notes.
On him. “Can I bring her to see you?”

“Do you think she’ll come with you?”

“Sure. She seems—” He turned around to check on the
girl—woman, he corrected himself automatically.

She was gone. The door leading to the back alley
stairs was hanging open.

He went over and looked down into the alley. No sign
of her.

“Hey, it looks like she took off.” His relief to be
rid of this problem was tinged with regret. He couldn’t have said
why.

Both relief and regret were short-lived.

“Find her, if you can,” Dr. Steuben said, surprising
him. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

 


 


My sister Claudia insisted on driving, which was
fine. She drives at least as fast as I do, if not as cautiously.
She’s a vampire—with all the speed, agility and coordination that
implies—and if she gets pulled over, she can always charm the
cop.

I can’t charm cops. They shouldn’t be allergic to
me, but they are. There’s a serious mistrust of ex-cops who go to
the dark side. Not ‘dark side’ because I’m a werewolf—most of the
guys I know would think that was pretty cool, once they got done
pissing themselves. Even cooler if they learned I’m Fangborn, born
to a family of supernatural beings dedicated to the protection of
humanity and the eradication of evil. No, I went to the dark side
when I retired from the force and became a PI. That’s when the love
got lost.

So I let Claudia drive and tried not to flinch as
she changed lanes, slipping into a nearly nonexistent space between
cars.

“My patient, Joel Weeks,” she said, “is working on
issues with grief, depression and separation anxiety. No real
breakthrough, no catharsis, yet—there’s a lot of denial there—but
it’s nothing I can’t fix with talk therapy and a little vampire
boost. It’s the woman he found in his apartment I’m interested
in.”

“Why? You said he’d never met her before.”

“Her posture, the oil, the nudity—it’s a hunch,
Gerry, that’s all.”

Claudia’s hunches are pretty good—honed by her
training as a shrink and vampire intuition—and while I didn’t say
anything, I agreed with her. There was something about this whole
situation that got my spidey sense tingling, too.

“When we get there,” she said, “I’ll ask him what he
saw and distract him while you track the girl. We need to find
her.”

We arrived at the shop and I didn’t need to hear
Claudia’s gasp to tell me plans had changed.

Outside the construction site for the local museum’s
new wing, a hapless-looking guy—just a citizen, weedy, remarkably
unimpressive—was frozen in his tracks, gawking at another man
trying to drag a young woman away. The late winter snow had started
again, muffling the sounds outside. The jerk dragging the girl
outweighed her by at least seventy pounds and looked like he
enjoyed his job. When she actually managed to wriggle out of one of
his hands, he cocked his head. Then he stepped in, yanked her by
the other hand and gave her a slap so hard it knocked her head into
the concrete foundation.

“Gerry!” Claudia warned.

I stopped growling, unfastened my seat belt, then
Changed halfway as Claudia stomped the accelerator. The rush came
over me as it always does, adrenaline gearing me up for battle. A
glance in the rear view showed we were alone. It also revealed my
inhuman face: muzzle filled with teeth; furry, upright ears; a
wolf’s predator eyes. Red Sox cap.

“I’ll get Joel,” she said, as I unlocked my door.
“You get the bad guy.”

“Fastball special, coming up.” I’ve had a lot of
practice, talking around fangs.

My sister accelerated, then pulled the handbrake,
sliding in alongside the sidewalk and blocking the struggling
couple from Joel’s view with the BMW. I threw myself from the
still-moving car, tucked and rolled. Because my reflexes are about
a hundred times better than a human’s, I landed right at the jerk’s
feet before he realized it.

I stood up, driving my fist into his chin with all
my 200 pounds behind it. When his head bashed into the same wall
he’d just bounced the girl against, I thought it had a certain kind
of poetry.

Something freaky happened: an overwhelming urge to
Change completely to wolfself hit me. It was all concentrated at
the base of my skull though, like I’d never felt before, Pop Rocks
and Alka-Seltzer buzzing my brain. I was losing control like I
hadn’t since I was a kid, damn near drunk on the glory of fangs,
fur and the pursuit of evil.

Then, a loud, metallic crack, high overhead. I
grabbed the girl and threw us both to one side.

A tangle of rebar crashed down from the construction
site to the sidewalk. If I hadn’t moved, the girl would have been
dead for sure and I’d have looked like roadkill for a week, at the
very least. The jerk was extremely dead, a mess of metal rods and
hamburger.

“Hey, you guys?” Claudia spoke calmly, as if she
only wanted to get out of the wet snow. “Let’s get out of here.
Joel, could you get us some coffee at your place?”

I felt the tug of her vampiric suggestion and
wondered why my sister was pushing so hard. Maybe she was afraid
the girl was going to run again, but she still seemed pretty dazed,
maybe concussed. Maybe she was worried Joel would freak out at what
he’d just seen, but he only nodded.

We followed him a few doors down to one of those old
brick warehouses converted to apartments and shops. As we entered,
something told me to look back down the block.

If I’d been a Normal, I might have told myself it
was a trick of the light. I knew better. The rebar on the sidewalk
had been twisted into the shapes of perfectly formed snowflakes, as
delicate as the ones falling around us.

 


 


Joel found himself making coffee in the apartment
over his cousin’s shop. He felt calmer now, probably because Dr.
Steuben and her slab of a brother seemed to be taking charge. Fine
with him; he’d never been a leader. He was still fuzzy about what
had happened on the street.

Dr. Steuben was talking softly with the woman, when
he emerged from the tiny kitchen. They looked up.

“Hey.” He set down the coffee, glanced nervously at
Dr. Steuben. He always felt so…useless…around her. “Um…any
luck?”

“Nope.” Dr. Steuben smiled and his anxiety vanished.
“She seems to have suffered some kind of massive trauma. The first
thing she remembers is asking you where she was.”

The woman shrugged. “Apparently, I put on quite a
show when I’ve suffered a trauma.” She was trying for casual, but
fell a mile short, her laugh nervous. She was shaking now.

Joel wasn’t sure what to say. Fortunately, Gerry
looked up from the smart phone he’d been studying. “There’s been an
unusual number of missing persons cases lately. I’ve been keeping
an eye on them, and so far, everyone has either stayed missing,
or…”

“Or?” the woman said.

Gerry hesitated. “Was found deceased.”

Joel stirred his coffee, frowning. “You mean the
ones who were macheted to death? It’s been all over the papers.
Some kind of gang war, I thought.”

Gerry shook his head. “Maybe. I doubt it.”

Joel felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up
and swallowed hard.

“Any luck on a name for our friend here?” Dr.
Steuben said.

Gerry tapped the keys on his phone. “I think so:
Alexa Thompson, white, age twenty-seven, brown and brown. Sounds
about right. Reported missing three days ago when she didn’t show
up to her IT job at the college.”

The girl—Alexa—swept her arm out and knocked her
coffee cup to the floor. She took a deep breath, then began to
cry.

Joel booked it for the kitchen to find a towel; he
had no problem leaving this kind of emotion to a trained
professional. When he returned, Alexa was calmer, but Dr. Steuben
was downright agitated.

“Gerry, it doesn’t work like that,” she was saying
to her brother. “She’s had a blackout—without any symptoms of
post-traumatic confusional state—but with no sign of injury.
Exhibiting both anterograde and retrograde amnesia, at the same
time she now recognizes her name? It’s not medically…usual.”

“If she’s telling the truth,” Gerry said.

“Of course I’m telling the truth!” Alexa said,
snuffling. “Who would make this up?”

“She’s telling the truth.” Dr. Steuben gave her
brother a glance. “But this is just not what happens with a
concussion or even the stress of having been mugged.”

“I don’t think I was mugged,” Alexa said. “I don’t
have a bag, but I don’t have my coat either.” Her face brightened.
“Something must have happened inside.”

“Something you can’t recall.”

Dr. Steuben ran down a list of questions, with no
luck: Alexa didn’t drink to excess, never touched drugs, no history
of mental or physical illness.

Agreeing to meet back at the apartment in an hour,
the Steubens left to check Alexa’s apartment for clues. Joel
reluctantly agreed to keep Alexa until the Steubens returned; the
incident with the guy on the sidewalk had left everyone shaken.
Locking the door behind them, Joel couldn’t stop thinking about
what it must be like to be cut with a machete.

 


 


“I notice you didn’t encourage them to call the
cops,” I said. “I also notice they’re not even questioning our
involvement.”

Claudia pulled on her latex gloves as we returned to
the site of the attack. She’d Changed halfway, the better to
examine the corpse. We both hoped the street would stay empty; a
bipedal, female herpet-American with fangs and purplish scales was
no tourist attraction, even in Salem. “I didn’t want the cops near
them,” Claudia said. “And yes, I gave them a little blast of
suggestibility pheromone. This is our brand of weird,
Gerry.”

“Because it’s magic?” I stared at the iron
snowflakes, ranging in size from three to five feet tall. The
detail in them was astonishing, more than man-made. Definitely not
natural, definitely not an accident.
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