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Folklore 517



It started with a whisper you heard while in line at a coffee shop, a story you probably should have ignored. But the rumor stuck in your head like a song, it plagued you like an unsolved riddle. Until, at last, it led you here. A parking lot, which had clearly not paid attention to the weather report.


They said it would be all stars, no clouds tonight, but you feel the rain on your toes. The wet hits in eager droplets as you dash across the pavement in sandals. Around you, streetlamps flicker, a staticky chorus to your damp footfalls.


You’re not out of breath, but you slow, stopping under a marquee. The words COMING SOON sizzle in red block letters, throwing neon shadows on a retro cashier’s booth, covered in washed-out posters for attractions that have already come and gone. Veronica Lake’s name splashes across the top of one poster in faded yellow letters, while a black-and-white Loretta Young smiles at you from another. Loretta’s poster is for A Night to Remember, and you hope tonight will be one of those nights.


You don’t know for certain if the stories are true, but you half expect to fall through a rabbit hole as you step through the theater door into the lobby.


Your excitement varnishes everything in an extra layer of shine. On your right, there’s a bank of gleaming pay phones in neat wood and glass boxes. You’ve never seen a line of so many. You’re almost tempted to snap a photo, but you don’t. And you couldn’t have even if you’d tried. By now your phone is no longer working, though you don’t know that yet. You’re suddenly too distracted by the ancient concession stand to your left, where the dust looks like nostalgia and you barely notice the chips in the gold paint that make up the art deco border of geometric suns and jumping dolphins.


The sign above says:


10 cents for popcorn
15 cents for popcorn with butter
25 cents for cigarettes


You were unaware they used to sell cigarettes in theaters, but for a moment you can smell the smoke and the popcorn. You can almost taste the butter, too. But you don’t linger in the lobby. There’s only one theater— one attraction—that you wish to find, and you walk directly toward it.


Your chest is tight. Your heart is already racing. And you’re still hoping for the rabbit hole that will take you to another world. You’re starryeyed and optimistic, an overexposed picture made of too much light, as you step through the double doors.


It still smells like smoke and popcorn, but there’s something else, too. Maybe it’s just the scent of old velvet mixed with lingering hints of petrichor, but it makes you think of Technicolor dreams as you stretch your neck to take in the impossibly tall ceiling. It’s all ivory and gold, and it’s covered in more art deco designs that look as if they could be cousins to the zodiac.


Beneath the elaborate dome, a fraction of the seats are already occupied. Twenty-five? Maybe fifty? You’re too nervous to properly count as you take a chair near the back. It rocks, and the worn velvet is soft, but it feels too far from the stage.


You decide to move closer, sneaking more looks at the others as you do. You want to see who else made it inside, if there’s anyone you recognize. But given the scant number of people you know at school, it’s unsurprising these faces are all strangers. Some are whispering, some are giggling, a few like you say nothing, but there’s a thread that ties you all together: expectation.


This has to be it. The curtains on the stage are deep, lush pink, and when they part you hold your breath.


Gentlemen, kindly remove your hats, flickers across the silver screen.


Then another slide replaces it: Loud whistles and talking are not allowed.


This, of course, elicits a number of whistles. But then it’s all quiet and hush as the image leaves the screen and a tiny star appears in the upperright-hand corner. It blinks once, twice. Then every light in the theater goes out.


It’s darker than the night outside. You hear people pulling out their phones, but none of them are working, including yours. No signal. No light. No digital clock to tell you how much time is passing.


You don’t know how long you sit there before you hear the first person leave. They’ve decided this class is not for them, if it even is a class. A few others follow.


You hate that you’re tempted to do the same.


Your toes are no longer wet, but your skin is prickly with cold. You feel as if someone’s watching you, though it’s too dark for anyone to see.


More time ticks by, and you go over the stories you’ve heard, the rumors and the whispers about a very particular class that can’t be found in any online catalog, taught by a professor who’s not on any website.


And suddenly you think it’s for a good reason. You think maybe you should go. You think—


A light flickers on the stage. Just a tiny thing, but the shine gets you. You close your eyes, then open them. And when you can see again, she’s there.


She’s sitting on a wooden stool in the center of the stage.


You don’t know how long she’s been there, but you have the impression she’s been waiting for hours, just like the two dozen or so of you who remain. She’s shorter than you’d imagined. The way people talked about her always made her sound tall, statuesque, literally larger than life. But she looks like someone’s grandmother. Bobbed silver hair frames a round, barely smiling face, as she says words that make you feel as if all the cold and the damp and the waiting have been worth it.


“You’re here because of a story,” she says. “Now I’m going to tell you another one.”












CHAPTER ONE



Holland St. James had been counting down the minutes until tonight. She had tried on seven different dresses and five different pairs of shoes, she had curled her hair, she had even put on new eye makeup. And now she was about to ruin it all.


“I thought we were going for ice cream?” Jake asked, perfectly nice. Because Jake might have been the nicest guy Holland had ever dated.


When Jake had first come into the Santa Monica Coffee Lab a couple weeks ago, Holland had thought he was the perfect kind of cute. He looked more Clark Kent than Superman, with the type of darkrimmed glasses that had always been her personal kryptonite. Then, he’d bumped into her, spilling some of his cold brew, and Holland had seen the textbooks he was holding. Jake was in grad school, studying to teach ESL.


On their first date, she learned he also volunteered at the Los Angeles Animal Rescue and the Echo Park Time Travel Mart, which was actually a nonprofit that helped children with their creative writing. On their second date, she learned Jake had recently become a vegetarian, and he rode a bike instead of driving a car because he wanted to do whatever he could for the environment.


Jake was genuinely a good guy.


Maybe there was a tiny part of Holland that thought he was a little too perfect, like an email without a typo or an airbrushed picture that needed one wrinkle. But that could have just been Holland looking for red flags that didn’t exist.


This was only their third date, but Holland hadn’t made it to a fourth date in two years. She really didn’t want to screw this up. And she was afraid she might have already done that minutes ago, when she hadn’t been able to stop herself from dragging Jake down this grimy alley, after seeing a poster that made her think of one of the Professor’s stories.


The poster had been plastered to the side of a cement wall. It was one of those vintage numbers, the kind that looked as if it should have been on one of the wooden postcards they sold on the Santa Monica Pier. Palm trees in sun-washed brown and green framed the charcoal silhouette of a man wearing a fedora and looking down at his watch. There were no logos, no brand names. There were actually no words at all to identify what exactly the poster was selling. There were just two initials on the faceless man’s cuff links: W.M.


The Watch Man.


It was the first thought that had entered her mind. Then she had taken Jake down this alley. She hadn’t been able to stop herself.


Holland had been raised on her father’s treasure hunts. As a child, she’d learned to look for clues the way other children learned to play with blocks or each other. Perhaps that was why Holland had never felt as if she quite fit in, until she found the Professor’s folklore class. Her stories made Holland feel as if she was on one of her father’s hunts again.


She hadn’t actually expected to discover anything tonight. Things around LA were always reminding her of the Professor’s stories, and Holland always felt compelled to chase them. She was perpetually darting down alleys she swore she’d never seen before, only to find a bar or a coffee shop or a bookstore she’d actually already visited.


But not tonight. Tonight, Holland knew she’d never been down this alley. She would have remembered the sign.


Curios & Clockwork
Inquire Within


The words hung from a sleek copper hook that shone against a door Holland wanted to believe was vintage but might have just been dirty. One glance at Jake and she could tell he was thinking dirty. He was possibly rethinking his choice to go on this date as well. She wanted to change his mind. She also really wanted to go through that door, and she wanted to convince him to come with her.


“Do you like urban myths?” she asked.


“Yeah—I actually love them.” Jake gave her smile that was far more Superman than Clark Kent. Holland felt a spark of hope that she was headed in the right direction again.


And yet … she hesitated.


The Professor had a rule about not sharing her stories with people outside of her class. No one broke this rule. The class required too much effort from students for them to then give the stories away for free, and the Professor always warned students there could be serious consequences to doing so. But Holland wasn’t a Folklore 517 student anymore, and it was only one story. But …


“Before I say anything else,” she said quietly, “I need you to swear on the life of your dog, or your bike, or that houseplant you’ve been working so hard to keep alive, that you won’t tell anyone what I’m about to say.”


Jake grinned wider. “I swear.” He leaned in and kissed her lightly on the lips, as if to seal the promise. “So, is this like a family secret?”


Holland froze.


She reminded herself that Jake came from a large family that was always calling him and sharing even the most mundane details of their day. Talking about family was normal for him. He wasn’t fishing for information.


Yet it took her several seconds to smile in a way she hoped looked playful. “It’s not a family secret, but it is something I’m not supposed to talk about. When I was doing my undergrad, I took this class called Folklore 517: Local Legends and Urban Myths. The class itself is sort of a local legend. You can’t register for it. It’s not on any website. You have to find it by word of mouth. Then if you pass the class, at the end of the semester, it shows up on your transcript.”


Jake looked all in. “So, it’s like a secret society version of a class?”


Holland nodded nervously, or maybe she was feeling excited. It wasn’t as if sharing this little secret was going to hurt anyone. “Each week, the Professor would talk about a different local legend or urban myth, and we’d have to swear never to share them. One of the Professor’s legends is about someone called the Watch Man. Supposedly, there are signs that lead to him around Los Angeles. If you follow the signs and you manage to find him, you can ask him the time, and the Watch Man will tell you when you’ll die.”


Jake’s expression shifted, a tiny worry line forming between his brows.


“It’s not as morbid as it sounds,” Holland hurried to say. “The Professor also said that you can make a deal with him to get more time, to live longer than you would have.”


“And you really believe this?” Jake asked. There was something in his voice Holland couldn’t quite place, but suddenly she feared she’d been a little too optimistic about his interest in legends. He was a normal guy who was probably used to going on very normal dates. And most likely he wanted a very normal girl.


Of course not.


It’s just for fun.


No—not even a little.


Any of these would have been excellent answers to his question; these were all things a normal girl would have said.


“Just come inside with me,” Holland hedged.


“Sure,” Jake said. And because he was a nice guy, he reached out and opened the door with the Curios & Clockwork sign for her.


Everything on the other side was milk glass and gold. A perfect row of milk-glass lights on golden cords lit a perfect floor of milk-glass penny tile with a number of shimmering golden tiles that spelled out the words tick tock.


There were no footprints, no smudges, just the glittering words, which winked like the flutter of a second hand under the glassy lights.


It almost felt like magic. Not big, miraculous magic but the simple magic of timeless things. Of two-dollar bills and handwritten letters, typewriters and rotary phones.


Holland might have said as much out loud. But Jake looked as if he wasn’t sure what to make of this uncanny room in the back of a strange alley. This wasn’t what he’d signed up for when he’d suggested they go for ice cream. He wanted a date who would look good in an Instagram photograph, not one who could end up on Dating Hell Reddit.


Holland had definitely misread this one, but she couldn’t go back now. This felt like the closest she’d ever been to find ing one of the Professor’s myths in real life.


There were two doors across from them, and they were milk glass as well, glossy white, with golden handles and simple rectangular golden plaques in the center. One plaque said curios. The other said clockwork.


Holland reached for the clockwork door, hoping it was for the Watch Man. If she was ruining this date, it needed to be for a good reason.


The doorknob didn’t budge.


She tugged again. “I think it’s locked.”


Jake reached over her shoulder and knocked. Two loud raps of his knuckles.


“May I help you?” The voice came from the other door. The one labeled curios.


In the yawning doorway now stood a girl. She had pixie-cut platinum hair and a small nose ring, and she wore a fitted white dress the same shade as the milk glass. At first glance, she looked young, but there was something about the way the girl stood and stared that made Holland think her appearance might be deceiving.


Holland tried to see behind her, to get a glimpse of the curios inside, but there was only more white light.


The girl drummed her squared-off nails on the doorframe impatiently.


“We’re looking for the Watch Man,” Holland said.


“I’m sorry. I can’t help you.” The girl immediately stepped back to shut the door.


“I just want to ask him the time,” Holland blurted.


The girl froze. “Are you sure about that, hon?” She followed her question with a look that said Holland would be wise to walk away right now and take the cute boy with her.


“She’s sure,” Jake said. “I want to know the time, too.”


“Really?” Holland asked.


He wrapped an arm around her shoulder, his skin warm against hers. “If you’re doing it, I’m in, too.”


She wanted to ask what had changed his mind, but she was suddenly feeling too much nervous excitement.


The girl in white muttered something under her breath. It sounded like the word fools. Then she disappeared behind the door.


Time slowed inside the milk-glass hall as Holland waited for the girl to come back. Jake’s arm grew hot against her shoulder. This time, she felt like the uncomfortable one, hoping the girl would actually return.


Finally, the curios door reopened. The girl emerged, holding out pens and slips of paper that had carbon attached to the back. She pursed her lips. “If you two are certain about this, write down your names, along with the requested information, and the Watch Man will be in touch.”












CHAPTER TWO



The next morning arrived slowly, reluctant to perform a job it had grown tired of doing.


Holland woke up to thick silence. There were no chirping birds, no cars rushing down the street, no creaking floorboards as her house stretched awake. For a second, she swore her heart didn’t even beat.


Her head spun as she finally sat up in bed. She felt vaguely nauseated all of a sudden. It wasn’t a hangover, at least she didn’t think so.


She tried to remember what she had done last night. But for a moment she couldn’t even recall what day it was. She felt like a piece of paper that was slightly stuck to the page before.


Holland groggily leaned over to check her phone.


It was Thursday.


Yesterday had been Wednesday.


Her third date with Jake.


The details came back in a slow parade of grainy off-white pictures that made her think of old home videos. She remembered the alley … the milk glass … Jake’s arm around her shoulder … sheets of carbon paper … the simple magic of timeless things … the Watch Man …


Everything had felt so electric at the time.


But now the night felt strangely dull and far away as she replayed the events.


After leaving the alley, she and Jake had finally picked up peanut butter and bacon ice cream, and then he’d kissed her at her car. They’d kissed for a while. But maybe he felt differently about all the kissing than she did because this was the first morning since she’d met him that she hadn’t woken up to a text from him.


It wasn’t that late. He could still text Good morning.


Her phone chimed, as if on cue.


But it wasn’t a message from Jake.


2:00 Meeting with Adam Bishop


Holland dropped her phone back on the bed.


Adam Bishop was a new faculty member who had recently come over from the UC Berkeley Folklore Program. Holland hadn’t met him in real life, but she’d heard other grad students chattering about him. Everyone seemed to love him.


The email he’d sent her on Monday was brief, requesting her presence this afternoon. When she’d followed up to ask why, Adam Bishop had cryptically responded that it would be easier to explain in person.


She wondered if maybe he was looking for a teaching assistant, and the Professor had given him Holland’s name. Holland might have been behind on finishing her thesis, but she was an excellent assistant. She’d been the Professor’s TA for two years—one year during undergrad and one year during grad school—and everyone knew it required a lot of patience, along with a number of skills that weren’t usually found on résumés. She actually really missed that job. But she had another job now. A fantastic job.


Every Friday night, Holland showed classic films in the loft of the Santa Monica Coffee Lab, then followed them up with a discussion. It was like teaching without the grading, and everyone got to drink.


She loved it.


She loved the Coffee Lab. She loved the people who showed up each week. But most of all, she loved the old movies.


Holland had loved movies ever since she was four and her father had introduced her and her twin sister to The Wizard of Oz. When they’d finished the film, her sister had taken off with a broom and Holland had immediately asked for a pair of ruby slippers.


Her father had said, “I thought you might say that, Hollybells.” Then he’d told her the slippers were already waiting for her somewhere in the house; she just had to find them.


That had been her first treasure hunt.


Her father had always connected his hunts to movies. Showing old films at the Coffee Lab made her feel close to him now. She was currently doing a film noir series, and she loved the history behind the films. She loved how the movies had a way of making her believe there was a hidden black-and-white corner of the world, where private eyes lined the streets instead of fast food joints, and at least once a week a femme fatale with a peek-a-boo hairstyle would walk through the door and take someone’s life down a dark, twisty path.


If Adam Bishop was looking to hire her as his assistant, she didn’t think she’d be interested. But Holland was still curious. She was always curious.


After getting up, she went for a run and tried to imagine what else Adam Bishop could possibly want from her. But as the run turned into a walk and the morning disappeared into noon, her thoughts kept returning to Jake.


He still hadn’t texted.


Holland wanted to regret taking him down that alley. She wanted to think it would have all gone differently, and she would have woken up to a good morning text, if they’d just gone straight to ice cream and she hadn’t messed it up by chasing an urban myth about death.


But what Holland really wanted was for Jake to like her in spite of—or maybe even because of—the myth. The irony was, the Watch Man wasn’t even one of Holland’s favorite myths. She didn’t really care to know when she would die, she just wanted to know that the myths were true.


It was now nearly time for her meeting. Holland checked her phone one last time.


Nothing.


She knew this didn’t mean it was over, but in that moment, it didn’t feel as if it was going anywhere. She considered texting Jake, but she’d been the last one to text, last night after she’d gotten home.


If only January was there.


Holland knew what her twin sister would say—something along the lines of Forget any guy who doesn’t want you. Only January would have used a different F word than forget.


The sisters might have been identical in appearance, but in most other ways they couldn’t have been more different. And yet, January was Holland’s best friend. The one person she told everything to.


Holland darted down her staircase to leave for her meeting. Like so many things Holland loved, her house was old, built in the 1940s, full of real wood, white walls, and lots of windows that let in the light. Halfway down the steps, she called her sister.


Normally Holland and January talked every day, but since the beginning of October, January’s job had been keeping her busier than usual. For the past three weeks, there had only been the occasional text or photo from Spain.


Right after college, January had gotten a job as a rare book collector. People were willing to pay exorbitant amounts of money to have something no one else did, and it was January’s job to track those somethings down. It was truly the perfect job for her. She’d always wanted to travel the world, and like Holland, she’d been raised on their father’s treasure hunts. But Holland missed her whenever she was gone.


January’s phone rang once before it went to voicemail. “Hello. You’ve reached January St. James. I’m traveling internationally at the moment—”


The recording was interrupted by January answering the phone. “Hey—” she sounded out of breath but wide awake.


“Is this a bad time?” Holland asked.


“No, but I only have a second.” Traffic rumbled in the background, making it sound closer to midday than midnight.


“What are you doing?” Holland asked.


“Boring work stuff. I just finished meeting with a client who really liked hearing the sound of his own voice.” January always tried to make her job sound far less interesting than it was, probably to keep Holland from feeling jealous. But tonight, January actually sounded a little worn out. “I miss you, kid.”


January never said I miss you.


“I miss you, too,” Holland said. “My house has been far too clean, since you haven’t visited. When is your trip over?”


“Not soon enough …” The phone went quiet for a second. Holland briefly thought she might have dropped the call, then January said, “I wish I was there with you …” Her voice was so soft, it didn’t even really sound like her.


“Is everything okay?” Holland asked. “You almost sound sappy.” Usually, Holland was the sappy one.


“I’m just tired,” January said, and she really must have been because she didn’t even scoff at being called sappy. “It’s late here and I wish I could talk longer, but I need to dash. I—”


Holland’s doorbell rang, muffling January’s last words.


Then her sister was gone.


Holland glanced out the windows flanking her door. No one ever rang the doorbell, except for the occasional person selling pest control or solar panels. But this gentleman didn’t look like he was selling anything.


There were wisps of silver hair peeking out from his hat and wrinkles on his light-brown cheeks. His shirt was white, and his pants were khaki, held up by a pair of brilliant red-and-white checkered suspenders that made everything else on Holland’s quiet street appear dull.


Holland didn’t have any minutes to waste if she wanted to make her meeting on time. But as she looked through the window, she was struck by a bolt of déjà vu. I’ve met him before, she thought. Only she couldn’t place how.


It might have just been that the suspenders reminded her of an old picture of her grandfather, who had died before she was born.


Whatever it was, it was enough to make her open the door.


“Hello, Holland.” The gentleman smiled, an easy grin that made her think of hard candies in shiny wrappers and exaggerated bedtime stories.


“Do I know you?” she asked.


“No, I’m afraid you don’t.” His smile remained, but his brown eyes lost some of their twinkle as he held out a package wrapped in brown paper and string.


“What’s this?” she asked.


“I found it on your doorstep.”


Holland took a second look at the parcel. There was no return address, only a blocky orange Happy Halloween stamp in the corner and her full name, Holland St. James, typed across the middle in smudgy, old-fashioned letters.


It must have been from the Professor. She loved sending packages and, of course, she never put her name on the return address because she liked them to be mysterious.


Holland’s palms tingled as she held the brown paper box in her hands. She was curious about what the Professor had mailed her this time. They were usually esoteric books or manuscripts related to the devil, which the Professor thought might be helpful for Holland’s thesis.


Unfortunately, Holland really didn’t have time to open anything right now. She set the package down in her hallway.


“Thank you for grabbing this,” she told the man. “But I’m afraid I have to—”


“I know you don’t have much time, but I’ll only take a minute,” he promised, and then he held out a pale cream business card with foiled emerald-green printing.


MANUEL VARGAS
Senior Banker and Inheritance Specialist
First Bank of Centennial City


There was a phone number at the bottom.


The opposite side of the card contained a map that marked the bank’s location with a star, and underneath it were the words By Appointment Only.


“I’ve never heard of this bank,” Holland said. The Professor told a story in her classes about a bank, which was also by appointment only. But it was the one story Holland could never seem to remember, and, for some reason, instead of being excited by the idea that this man might be from that bank, Holland was feeling unusually skeptical.


Centennial City, where this man’s bank was supposedly located, wasn’t even an actual city. Holland had never been, but she knew it was a very old, very wealthy neighborhood within Los Angeles, mostly comprised of an exclusive gated community and a sprawling park where rich people did rich-people things like play polo. She’d heard that, once upon a time, Centennial City was home to a boutique hotel, but the neighborhood residents had used their collective wealth and will to shut it down.


“Did you not receive my letters?” he asked.


Holland raised her eyebrows. “I’ve never received anything from this bank.”


“I’m so sorry. They must have gone astray. My apologies. I had thought you were simply ignoring them, which is why I chose to stop by today, as a sort of last plea.” Mr. Vargas somberly took off his hat, revealing more of his fluffy white hair. “Fifteen years ago, one of my clients leased a safety deposit box. Shortly after, this person passed away. The box was already bought and paid for, and therefore it has sat untouched. But its lease is now about to expire.” Mr. Vargas paused to check his watch. “The lease will end in twenty-four hours. If the box is not claimed before this time, then, per the original owner’s contract, the box and all its contents will be incinerated.”


“And let me guess,” Holland said, “you’re going to tell me that I can claim this mystery box?”


Mr. Vargas nodded gravely before wiping a line of sweat from his brow.


“You know,” Holland said, “this is an excellent story.” And it was. It was just the sort of mystery Holland usually would have found difficult to resist.


But suddenly she realized why she was feeling skeptical.


It seemed like a hell of a coincidence that last night she’d given out her personal information to a stranger, after following one of the Professor’s urban myths, and then today, a different urban myth showed up on her porch.


Maybe this was why the girl from last night had muttered fools. Not because Holland and Jake were fooling around with actual myths and magic, but because their belief in them had made them stupid enough to share their personal information.


“I’d really love to believe you,” Holland went on. “But this all sort of feels like a real-life version of one of those Nigerian Prince emails, where someone tells me I have a long-lost uncle with an embargoed fortune and all I need to do to secure it is give you my Social Security number, bank account access, and five pints of blood.”


Mr. Vargas frowned. “I’m not a con man.”


“You said con man, not me.” Holland moved to shut the door.


Mr. Vargas grabbed the edge with surprising speed. “You’re wise to be wary. But we both know who you and your sister actually lost almost fifteen years ago.”


For the second time that day, Holland swore her heart stopped beating.


This man is a fraud.


A con man.


He’s a liar, Holland told herself.


Most of her friends knew she had a twin sister. And a lot of people died fifteen years ago. This Mr. Vargas could have just picked that number of years to be dramatic. It didn’t mean he actually knew who she had lost.


Holland could practically hear her sister’s voice, sternly telling her to throw away the business card and let whatever was inside the box burn—if there even was a box. Leave the dead where they belong, January would say.


The problem was, Holland had never felt as if her parents belonged among the dead. Maybe this man was a liar, and a con man, and a fraud. But Holland couldn’t help herself from asking, “If I were to go to your bank, what would you need from me to open up this box?”


“They’ll just need to identify you. However …” Mr. Vargas paused and lowered his voice. “If you do make an appointment, please do me a favor. Do not tell anyone else. Even if you don’t call this number, it would be best that you not mention my visit, or this box, to anyone.”


The First Bank of Centennial City did not have a website. And Holland couldn’t find an email address for Mr. Vargas, either.


Holland paced around her entryway, knowing she needed to leave for her meeting with Adam Bishop but feeling too distracted to drive.


Usually, she was all for chasing the clues, but this definitely felt like a scam. Why else would this Mr. Vargas tell her not to mention his visit to anyone? And, if it had been real, all he would have had to do was say her real last name, or one of her parents’ names, instead of alluding to a mysterious death.


Holland never said her parents’ names out loud. As far as everyone who knew her in LA was concerned, her name was Holland St. James. Her real last name was her best-kept secret.


When her parents had died almost fifteen years ago, it had been her aunt and uncle’s suggestion to change it. Everyone had known who her parents were. Their death was the sort of sensational story people still talked about today. If anyone found out who Holland and January’s parents had been, that’s all they would think about when they met them—how their parents had died, and what their deaths must have done to these girls. The sisters would never have their own identities. They would just be stories for others to repeat, or subjects of media specials.


She thought back to last night, when she’d foolishly given her name and number to the girl in the alley. Maybe the girl was a former student of the Professor’s and, after hearing the legend of the Watch Man, had come up with an idea to set up a scam to sell personal information to people who would use it for profit. It made sense that students who believed in myths might also believe strangers showing up at their doors telling them they’d been left mysterious safety deposit boxes.


Holland didn’t want to be naive. If one of her parents had left her something, she would have found out about it before today.


She couldn’t call Mr. Vargas’s number, even if she was tempted to. Holland knew herself too well. Once she started down a rabbit hole, she couldn’t stop herself from going all the way to the very end. Falling never scared her as much as failing to find out the truth.






Folklore 517:
the Best Sidecar in Town



It’s the second night of class.


You’re once again in the old theater. Tonight, it smells slightly sweet. Caramel corn—or is it Cracker Jack?


The scent is so sticky and strong you half expect to see the student closest to you munching on a box of the classic candy. But everyone is transfixed by what’s happening on the stage. No one is drinking their coffees or typing on their laptops. Of course, laptops are not allowed, just pens and notebooks—thank you very much—but no one is using those, either.


The Professor has already begun.


A tiny click echoes, and she smiles as a slide appears on the silver screen. It’s a photograph of a rectangular business card. Black, with a series of gold art deco–style lines around the edges. It looks as if there was once writing in the center of the card, but it’s blurred now.


The next slide is clearly older; the gold and the black are duller. The design of the business card is unmistakably the same, only there doesn’t seem to be any writing in the middle, blurred or otherwise.


A few more slides take their turns, each one more aged than the last. But the gold-and-black business card in each picture is always the same. You never thought you cared for art deco before, but you’re mesmerized by the elegance of the border when the slides turn to black and white.


At the bottom of one slide is typed 1942.


Then 1936.


Followed by 1927.


The entire time, the Professor doesn’t speak.


You keep expecting her to say something—she promised to tell a story—but she’s just standing there with a Mona Lisa smile.


Finally, someone raises his hand and, without waiting to be called on, says, “Are we supposed to find one of these cards?”


The Professor laughs, dry and raspy. Not quite amused. “You do not find these cards, young man. There’s only one way to obtain one.” Finally, she launches into her story. “There are a number of haunted hotels in Los Angeles, and there is one in particular that the devil favors. It’s said he enjoys drinking their sidecars.”


The person next to you whispers, “What’s a sidecar?”


“I think it’s a drink,” you murmur.


“It’s a cocktail,” the Professor says, looking right at you. “Made of cognac and citrus, the sidecar has been around for over a century, and if you buy one of these for the devil, he’ll give you one of his business cards. Each card may be used only once for an appointment with the devil, where you can make a deal for whatever you want, and then—”


She waves her fingers in a gesture that universally means magic, as she explains that this is why the cards are all blank—they have been used for deals with the devil, and thus the writing has disappeared.


You’re skeptical. Her only proof is the photographs, and you’re not even sure they’re real. Anyone could have created these images.


The devil is a myth. One you don’t believe in.


But when you walk out of the theater, you want one of those cards.












CHAPTER THREE



For the past year, all Holland’s graduate classes had been in the evening. It felt different to walk around campus now, when it was still light out.


Everything smelled like freshly cut grass and looked like the glossy cover of an admissions brochure. The late October sun was shining on students riding bikes and playing frisbee. Trees shaded a couple who were laughing in between sips of iced coffee, while a portable speaker played a familiar song on repeat. It was a little unnerving to hear the song over and over as she walked, but perhaps that was the point?


It was the day before Halloween.


The music faded as Holland stepped inside the building that housed the Folklore department. Her cork heels softly tapped against the tile as she made her way toward the stairs. Holland had always loved the sound. But every time she wore high heels, she remembered why she never liked to wear them.


Unfortunately, the cork heels were the closest thing she had to anything professional. The Coffee Lab didn’t have a dress code, so Holland usually just wore flowy skirts until the weather got too cold. She was wearing one now, a knee-length white one, paired with a pale pink cropped blouse that barely skimmed the waist of her skirt. A leather messenger bag hung from her shoulder. January had bought it for her the first time she’d gone to Italy for work, and Holland took it everywhere.


The sound of Holland’s heels disappeared as she reached the second floor, which was covered in unfortunate green carpet that didn’t allow for clicking. The hallway was decorated with a few plastic pumpkins and lined with closed doors bearing dull bronze name plaques.


Adam Bishop’s door was at the far end, and it was already cracked.


“Hello!” Holland knocked. The door stretched open wider, welcoming her into an empty office. The air conditioner must have been broken, because it was warmer here than it was outside. It felt like a summer day that had been left behind.


There were no Halloween decorations in here. There wasn’t much of anything. The walls were white and bare, save for a trio of diplomas from very posh and impressive schools.


“Either this new professor hasn’t finished unpacking, or all he wants people to know about him are the overpriced schools he attended,” muttered Holland.


“I was just thinking the same thing,” said a soft voice from behind her.


Holland spun around.


In the doorway stood another grad student, in ripped jeans and a plaid shirt. He looked about her age—and, for lack of a better word, he was hot. Unfairly hot. Even for LA standards, where everyone was some level of attractive. He must have been from a different department, because she definitely would have remembered seeing him before. He had tousled golden hair, tan skin, and nice arms—the kind of arms that said he worked out, he cared, but not too much.


Not that she should have been looking at his arms.


But he appeared to be checking her out as well. His eyes were on the necklace dangling just above the neckline of her top. She started to follow his gaze, but then she stopped herself.


Holland was dating Jake. Although, even as she thought it, their brief relationship already felt as if it had ended a long time ago. She remembered him the way she remembered the people she’d met when she’d first moved back to LA, the ones who had only spent a few chapters in her life.


“So which one do you think it is?” the grad student asked, motioning toward the black lacquered frames.


Holland’s gut said that only hanging these diplomas was an intentional choice. But she felt the stupid urge to impress this guy, so she opted for the kinder response. “I’m going to guess Professor Bishop hasn’t finished unpacking.”


“Then you’d be wrong. He’s a pretentious bastard.” The grad student said it like a statement, not a guess.


Holland was surprised. So far she’d only heard positive things about Professor Adam Bishop. “Why don’t you like him?”


“I didn’t say I don’t like him.”


“You called him a pretentious asshole.”


The grad student quirked a brow. “I actually think I called him a bastard.”


“No, you—” She swore he’d said the word asshole, but now as she replayed the last few seconds, she heard him saying, You’d be wrong. He’s a pretentious bastard. Bastard. Bastard. Asshole. Bastard. Asshole. The words skipped through her head like a broken track of music. Until she felt something that wasn’t in her head.


Drip.


Drip.


Drip.


Holland lifted her fingers to catch the blood falling from her nose. Red drops landed on her palm before staining her white skirt.


“Here, use this—” The grad student pulled a red handkerchief from his back pocket. Because of course he would have a handkerchief. It was perfectly normal to have a handkerchief—sixty years ago.


Holland might have thought the handkerchief was part of his Halloween costume. But Halloween wasn’t until tomorrow, and the rest of him appeared normal.


“Who are you?” she asked.


He flashed an absolutely perfect grin. “I’m Adam Bishop.”


Holland laughed. “Oh really.” She had a quick thought that being hot and funny was a fantastic combination. But he wasn’t smiling. Instead, he was nodding, unnervingly serious. And she felt a sudden, painful flash of embarrassment.


“Maybe you should take a seat,” he said. And now he sounded serious, too. There were no more smiles or grins, and she felt ridiculous for thinking he’d maybe been flirting with her. Except …


This was not how she had pictured Adam Bishop. Ripped jeans, plaid shirt, sexy smirk. Strike that. He was a professor. He didn’t have a sexy smirk. Except he absolutely did, even if he was no longer wearing it.


She tried not to stare at his mouth. But then she made the mistake of looking up, at the dash of freckles across the bridge of his nose. And then there were his eyes. Hazel, with lots of green, flecks of gold, and a dark circle of blue, and she was definitely staring now.


“I really think you should take a seat,” he said. “You’re looking a little flushed.”


“I’m not flushed. Just surprised.” But she was definitely flushed. She could feel it, and she knew he could see it.


He shoved his hands in his pockets. A gesture clearly meant to show he was closing himself off to her because she’d definitely misread the situation. Then he took an intentional step back toward the desk. “Let’s start over. I’m Adam and I asked to meet because I’m going to be your new thesis adviser.”


“I’m sorry. What?” she blurted.


“I’m going to be your new thesis adviser,” he repeated.


“But I already have an adviser.”


“That’s why I said I was going to be your new one.”


“You can’t be.”


“Why?” he asked innocently, but then she saw it again. A new smirk that briefly seemed to ask, Is this because you find me attractive?


“I think there’s been a mistake,” she managed calmly. “Professor Kim has been my adviser since I started the program.”


Adam frowned at the mention of the Professor. “That’s why I asked you to come here in person. I’ve been told the two of you were close.”


“What do you mean were?” Holland asked nervously. “Did something happen to her?”


Holland thought back to the last time she’d seen the Professor. It was near the beginning of the month. Holland remembered the Professor being unusually excited that it was finally October. She hadn’t seen her in person since then, but earlier that day she’d received a package from her.


“Far as I know she’s fine,” Adam said.


“Then why are you replacing her?”


“You really have no idea?” He suddenly looked sorry for Holland, and for a second he didn’t say anything, as if he wasn’t sure how to phrase whatever he needed to say next.


“Has the Professor been fired?” Holland asked.


“No,” he said carefully. “I’m not at liberty to say anything else about it, but she can’t be your adviser anymore.”


“Wait—why?” Holland interrupted. “The Professor is one of the most beloved faculty members in this department.”


“But her classes are full of lies,” Adam cut in.


Holland flinched at the sudden sharpness in his tone.


“I’m sorry to say this,” he said more softly. “I know you look up to her, but you really shouldn’t. That woman is a liar and a fraud.”


He said something else along the lines of not being allowed to answer any more questions on the subject, but Holland was having a difficult time focusing. She needed to get a hold of the Professor and find out exactly what was going on.


Holland knew there were some faculty members who didn’t take the Professor seriously. But most of those people considered her classes harmless fun. And they didn’t usually call her a liar.


“Well, thank you for this information. It was nice to meet you,” she lied.


“Wait,” Adam said. “We still need to talk about your thesis.”


“I’m good.” Holland was already backing away. If she stayed, she was either going to get into a fight with him or burst into tears, neither of which she wanted to do.


“This isn’t an optional conversation,” he said. He reached behind him and grabbed a manila folder from the desk. It was blank, save for Holland’s name in one corner, written in severe capital letters.


Holland had the sudden impression that she was in trouble now, too. And this time she didn’t need to ask why.


Her palms started sweating and her fingers started toying with the chain around her neck as she watched Adam open the folder.


Holland was extremely proud of what she’d written, but her thesis was supposed to be between her and the Professor. She’d shared pieces of it with January, which actually hadn’t gone very well, and she had a feeling things wouldn’t go much better with Adam Bishop.


After opening the folder, Adam looked inside for what felt like an eternity, then finally said, “What you’ve written is good.”


“Really?” Holland asked, relieved.


“You’re an excellent writer,” he said sincerely. “The Professor’s notes mention that you were briefly a Storytelling major in your undergrad, and it shows. You pulled me in right away with your version of Natalia West’s death. The way you connected her rapid rise to fame in the 1950s with her mysterious death was smart, and you did a clever job of drawing parallels between the strange details of her death and those of other celebrities who died under tragic or unexplainable circumstances.”


Adam flipped through a few more pages. Holland tried not to grin. She was still upset by everything he’d said about the Professor. But she also couldn’t help thinking that maybe there was more nuance to Adam Bishop than she had given him credit for. He seemed to really understand what she was doing. And he’d called her smart.


“Unfortunately”—Adam shut the folder and looked up at Holland with eyes that had lost their smile—“you can’t use any of this.”


“But—wait—” she stammered. “You just said it was good.”


“It is. Your theory that some of the most famous deaths in Hollywood were actually murders committed by the devil is extremely entertaining, for fiction.”


The word fiction hit her like a slap. For the second time since meeting Adam, she could feel her cheeks turning red. She wasn’t sure if he was doing it on purpose or if he was just a jerk, but she felt like he kept tricking her.


“You’ve been in this department since undergrad, so I don’t think I need to explain what we do here. I just need you to come up with a new topic.”


“What if I can prove I haven’t made any of this up?” Holland asked.


Adam looked at her as if this was not what he’d expected her to say. For a second, she swore he looked impressed, but, like his enigmatic smirk, the expression was there and then gone. “You want to prove the devil is real?”


“Yes.” Holland felt a terrified thrill as she said it. It was the same way she felt whenever she worked on her thesis. It was a dark topic— delving into old Hollywood deaths and connecting them to deals with the devil that were never paid back. Holland struggled mentally with researching it for extended stretches of time, which is why she was behind. If not for all the Professor’s encouragement, and for the fact that this topic meant so much to Holland personally, she would have given up on it.


“I get it,” Adam finally said. “The Professor is very convincing. But I think chasing after any of her stories is a dangerous idea. So, no. I’m not giving you the chance to prove the devil exists. I need you to submit a new potential topic to me by next Wednesday.”


“That’s not enough time,” Holland protested.


“That’s why I’ve already come up with a suggestion for you.” Adam gallantly pulled a page from the folder and held it out to Holland.


“No thank you,” she said, refusing to even touch the paper.


Shock flitted across Adam’s handsome face, as if, once again, her response was not what he’d anticipated. “Take it just in case,” he insisted.


“I don’t want your help,” she said. And she didn’t need it. Holland didn’t care what he’d just said. The Professor wasn’t a liar. Holland wasn’t naive and she was going to prove it, for her mentor and for her parents.


As soon as she left Adam Bishop’s office, Holland pulled out her phone and called the Professor.


“Hello, you have reached the voicemail of M. Madeleine Kim. I am not in the habit of returning calls, I prefer meetings in person. If you truly wish to reach me, I can be found during my office hours, or I can be reached via physical correspondence sent to my house—if you are lucky enough to have the address. You may also send letters, telegrams, or packages to my office.” Her final word was punctuated with a long slow beep.


Holland hung up and sent her a text.


During the three years Holland had known the Professor, she had never replied to a text, and truthfully she was terrible at answering her phone.


That’s when Holland remembered the business card from Manuel Vargas. She pulled it out from her messenger bag. The emerald ink shimmered in the low hall light.


Earlier, Holland had convinced herself it was all a scam. But what if it wasn’t?


In Holland’s mind, the Professor’s Folklore 517 stories were all connected. She always imagined they lived in a world together, similar to that of the Brothers Grimm fairytales. If she was right, then it could make sense that find ing the Watch Man didn’t unlock a door just to him, but to the Professor’s entire world of myths and legends.


Holland dialed the phone number on the card.


“Good afternoon, thank you for calling the First Bank of Centennial City,” chirped an automated voice. “If you know your party’s extension, please say it out loud or enter it now using your keypad or rotary phone. If you do not know your party’s extension, please say the last five digits of your account number.”


The voice continued to list selections that didn’t apply to Holland, until finally she was given the option of leaving a message.


“Hello, my name is Holland, and I’d like to make an appointment tomorrow, with Mr. Manuel Vargas,” she said. “I just found out that there is a safety deposit box in your bank that was willed to me, and I would like to open it.”






Folklore 517:
Hollywood Forever Cemetery



It’s supposed to be a perfect day, sunny with a light breeze, but you don’t feel the breeze, just the sun, as you reach the towering iron gates of the Hollywood Forever Cemetery. It’s pretty beyond them: green grass, tall trees, stained glass, and marble buildings.


It feels more like a movie set than a cemetery. In fact, you think they might be filming something to the right. You see a series of black pop-up tents, a few golf carts, and a number of people strutting around importantly, much like the many peacocks that call this place home. You avoid them—the people and the peacocks—choosing to walk straight down the middle of the cemetery.


The back of your neck is sweating. You always thought graveyards were cold, but this one is hot, all sunshine and palm trees. And yet you have the prickly sense you’re being watched.


A dried palm frond drops to the ground behind you and you turn. That’s when you notice the view. The center path you’re on is lined in dark graves and spindly palm trees; they point straight toward the hills in the distance, where the famed HOLLYWOOD sign looks down on the dead.


It’s a great view of the iconic sign, but you don’t linger. You’re running late for class.


Everyone else must have already found the right grave because you don’t see any other students. To your left, your eye snags on a tombstone with an unexpectedly familiar phrase. Above the name Mel Blanc are his famous words “THAT’S ALL FOLKS.” The phrase always seemed cheerful to you in cartoons, but now it feels sad. The sorrow stays with you as you make your way toward the mausoleum in the back.


Finally, you see a dozen other classmates just beyond the entrance. Each week there are fewer students. Week by week the classes have gotten more difficult to find , as the Professor’s clues have become more complicated. You feel proud of yourself for piecing together the clues and making it here.


The mausoleum doors are already open, but you notice there are heavy chains for when they’re closed. One of your classmates rattles the chains as you walk past. You say you don’t believe in ghosts, yet you can’t help briefly wondering if the chains are there to keep people out or to lock the spirits in.


The first thing you see inside is a dusty piano. Though you probably shouldn’t, you can’t resist tapping a yellowed key. It’s soundless. Dead, like all the people laid to rest here.


To your right and to your left are halls of marble squares with bronze name plaques and matching vase sconces on both sides. Most of the vases are empty, but you pause at one that holds fresh gerbera daisies, with a number of lipstick kisses lining the marble around it.


It’s the grave of Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel.


This isn’t the Benjamin you’re looking for, but you’re not the only one of your classmates who takes note of the famous gangster. One of them leaves a penny at the grave, while another adds to the collection of lipstick kisses.


You move on toward the back.


There’s a large fan embedded in the wall, but it slows to an unfortunate stop as you reach the end and find the names you’re looking for: Isla Saint and Benjamin James Tierney.


The graves are side by side. Isla doesn’t have any vases or an epitaph, but Benjamin does.


Loving Father, brilliant mind, gone too soon.


You’re familiar with his story, so you don’t expect to feel choked up, but you do.


“Usually, I take students to the hotel where Isla and Ben both died, but those ghosts are not as friendly.” The Professor sighs loudly, as you turn to see her now sitting on the dusty piano bench.


She’s dressed in heavy black; she even has a hat with a little net veil. At first you think it’s theatrical, but then you wonder if maybe she knew Isla Saint and Benjamin J. Tierney. They died more recently than most of the cemetery’s inhabitants—almost fifteen years ago—and they are far more famous as well.


The Professor gives you all a minute to come closer before she continues.


Benjamin J. Tierney and Isla Saint were once the Hollywood royals. Their fame and their love story began in 1996, when twenty-five-year-old Tierney’s time-bending masterpiece, Mirrorland, which starred Saint, became the top-grossing film of the year. It outsold the second-highest-grossing film of that year, Independence Day, by over $250 million.


You know this because you read the Wonderpage before coming to class—and you’ve seen the movies.


During the filming of the Mirrorland sequel, Puppet Kingdom, Tierney and Saint cemented their fame by leaving their significant others (Victoria Monroe and Sebastian Friday) and eloping halfway through production. It was all anyone talked about, until Puppet Kingdom was released in late 1997 and became an even greater success than its predecessor. In 1999, the third film in the trilogy, Lostland, broke every box office record and spawned a universe of spinoffs. Although, in your opinion, none of the spinoffs are as good.
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