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    This is for Steve,
Waiving Late Fees, Even Still, In Valinor...

      

    

The Nostalgia Crypt

The First Matt Mollster Mystery
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Honestly, we both know how this is going to end.

Matt Mollster balanced the item in his hand, pretending to inspect it. Despite always knowing what he’d say from the beginning, Matt often employed minor theatrics whenever he dragged out his replies. It helped sell the offer. Usually. “I can give you, say...$45.”

“What?!” The man opposite Matt put on a display of aghast that he had clearly rehearsed in his car. “You’re joshing me, right? The helmet alone goes for $60!”

“On ebay, right? And who’s actually paying that much?” Matt set the action figure down on the counter. “He’s in great shape, I’ll give you that. The shell, the tank. But we have to profit off the sale, and a Bludgeon with no electro canon?”

“Well, of course, that’s the hardest piece to find. The guy at TFCon said he hasn’t seen one in years.”

“Which is why only the mint in box listings sell, my friend.” Matt leaned back on his stool. “Look, I could go $50. Take it or leave it.”

Matt watched as the customer danced in his place, mulling over if whether his ego was worth more than the cash. Here it comes, Matt thought.  In 5...4...3...2...

“Fine, deal.”

Matt popped open the register and removed two tattered twenties and a crisp ten dollar bill. He handed the man the money and watched as the customer, defeated with his hands in his pockets, shuffled out of the store. Another satisfied customer. Another valuable artifact.

Yeah, right.

“Excellent job, Matt. We can sell off each piece and get back triple.” As he picked up the toy, Mr. Vade’s grin was from ear to ear. “People love these Power Rangers, don’t they?”

“It’s a Transformer, Mr. Vade. And lately, no, they don’t. Not since the last few movies bombed.” Matt looked at his watch and reached for his jacket and the store keys. “The die hard fans already have the characters they want, and young kids don’t seem to care.”

Mr. Vade saw Matt heading for the door and snapped his fingers. “Can’t lock up yet. Those two squatters are still in the back.”

Really, guys?

As owner of The Nostalgia Crypt, Mr. Vade had every right to choose operating hours that would optimize potential profits, and a certain pair of customers continued to prove why staying open until 11pm on a Friday night was a sound call. 

But just because I have no social life doesn’t mean I don’t want to get my ass out of here.

As Matt approached the overstock room, he heard the overlapping arguments of Johnny and Snyder intensify. 

“..but we hadn’t ever seen that on the big screen before! That alone-”

“No argument, but it’s still the finale of a six movie story. Try watching that movie by itself, without ever have watching either Thor or Cap 1. It makes no sense.” Snyder held up his five brown digits. “Loki shows up and is given a throwaway line to justify his introduction because it’s treated with the assumption the audience knows who he is. Same with Banner, and Cap, and then Thor just flies in and takes Loki.”

“That movie would be five hours long if they had to retread all of that.” Matt added.

“Hey, Matt agrees!” Johhny gave a thumbs up. “Alright, man.”

“I didn’t say that.” Matt turned off three of the four overhead lights in the room. “Avengers is more entertaining for sure, but Snyder’s right. It’s a payoff, not its own thing.”

“Exactly. Dark Knight Rises stands on its own as a film, thus, it’s a better film.”

“I think you’re crazy.” Johnny picked up his stack of dollar comics. “Both of you.”

Same arguments over and over again. Matt turned off the fluorescent light overhead. I think I need new friends.

“Apologies for keeping you here later, Matthew.” Snyder picked up his messenger bag from the floor. “Lost track of time.”

“No worries, guys.” Matt led them up to the counter. “But if you’re here any longer Mr. Vade’s going to either charge you rent or put you to work.”

“Can’t tonight! Recording our second podcast!” Johnny dropped his comics onto the counter. “If you’re free, you want to be our guest? Toss in your two cents?”

“Going to pass, boys.” Matt bagged up Johnny’ haul of Mutant X issues. “I need to polish my last few chapters and get them off to an editor. If I can afford one.”

“I would be willing to proof them for you if you would need.” Snyder added.

“Appreciate it, but you got mid-terms, don’t you? Unless you want to keep working for your uncle?”

“Not part of my five year plan, no. Nor waiting for this knucklehead to buy more comics he’ll never read.”

“Hey Matt, you think cos-playing as Johnny Storm for the Hickman signing is too much?”

Matt handed him his bag. “John, the fact you have to ask...”

Johnny nodded his head. “Yeah, you’re right. Later, Matt.”

Snyder waved to Matt as he and Johnny both headed for the door. “If anyone’s going as Human Torch, it’s me.”

“You? You’re too dark to be Johnny Storm.”

“Michael B Jordan says otherwise, dickhead.”

Matt followed with the keys and locked the door once they were pulling away. Those guys are fun, but if I’d gone over I’d get sucked into a black hole of rants and trivia I’d never escape from. Matt picked up his laptop case and hit the last of the lights. This book won’t write itself. If it did, I’d be long gone from this dump.

With the store locked up and his stomach growling, Matt started down the sidewalk towards Eat N Park, a local dining mainstay. If I had listened to gramps, I’d have saved my money. Not blown it on a bullshit writer’s conference. As the October breeze passed through him, Matt tossed on his hood. Did I make friends in Austin? Yes. Did I network? Barely. Did I get a return on the investment? Yet to be seen.

He slid in his ear buds and allowed his iPod to drown out the excessive horn honking and passing engines along Liberty Avenue. The walk wasn’t long, but Matt wanted to calm his nerves, maybe ramp up the creative flow. By the time he reached the diner’s front door, he already had worked out a few kinks in his plotting.

Seated at the counter with a coffee and ‘super burger’ on the way, Matt removed his laptop from the case and got to work. 4,000 words, five cups of coffee and two hours had gone by before Matt realized what time it was. Shit, I’m gonna miss the last T.

He finished his drink and began to collect his things. As he folded his laptop he caught notice of a young woman in his peripheral a few seats away. Auburn hair at her shoulders and an iPhone in her hand, she kept biting her lip as she watched the door. Her food was untouched and her eyes had a hint of sadness to them. She was looking for something, Matt figured. Something important.

But not you, so quit staring, Matt. He thought as he zipped his bag shut. Everyone’s crazy nowadays. Don’t add fuel to the fire.

He picked up his check and stared at the total. For a burger and coffee? Should’ve just gone to McDonald’s. Matt headed up front to the cashier. Rent’s already past due. This is just insult to injury.

As he stood in line to pay, he felt compelled to look back over at the forlorn girl. She was staring at her phone, slowly bringing a French fry to her lips. 

She looks familiar...

“How was everything?”

“Good,” Matt handed the cashier his check and debit card. “Fast service.”

She handed him back his card and he returned it to his wallet before signing and adding tip. He slowly inched to the door and to the sidewalk, staring at the receipt. Wait a second. She charged me for the combo! No wonder it was so much.

Matt pivoted, set to head back in and contest the charge, when he and an exiting patron collided head –first. Her bag and his wallet hit the ground, both spilling contents over the sidewalk.

He got a look at the patron and realized it was the forlorn girl. Knocked a hot girl on her ass over $2.75. 

Nice move, dipshit. 

Matt offered to help her up on her feet. “I’m... I’m sor-”

“I’m so sorry!” She frantically reached for her bag. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“No, I was sort of blocking the door-” Matt picked up his phone, checking for cracks. 
“Let me make it up to you some way.”
“Don’t worry about it.” Never making eye contact with Matt, she slung her bag over her shoulder and dusted off her pants. “Seriously, no worries.” She looked over her shoulder and then down the street before she made a hasty exit. “Sorry again!”

Guess I didn’t hit her as hard as I thought.

As she ran off, Matt checked his pockets to make sure he had everything, and inspected his laptop case. Please turn on later...

Matt then found that one object remained on the sidewalk, but it wasn’t his. A denim change purse, with an image of Ariel the mermaid on the back along with the words ‘the girl who has everything.’

Second chance!

He grabbed the change purse and sprinted down the sidewalk in the direction she had gone. He turned the corner, hoping to still catch her, but instead almost got himself creamed by the white Cadillac that was turning the bend.

“Watch it, asshole!” The driver flipped off Matt as he sped down the street.

Catching his breath, Matt scanned the intersection to find no trace of the girl. He looked down at the change purse and unsnapped it. Inside the laminated sleeve was a Pennsylvania driver’s license with her picture.

Cynthia Brewster.

Inside the pouch were a dozen pennies, three quarters, her credit card, a receipt from Rivers Casino and an old Bruster’s Ice Cream punch card. Don’t they have an app for that now?

No trace of anything with a phone number or email inside, he buttoned the purse’s flap and walked back towards Eat N Park. More than likely when she realizes it’s missing she’ll retrace her steps and come back here. Matt stopped outside the door, staring at the staff inside. But then again, what if someone keeps it for themselves? Runs up her credit card?

Matt kept walking, heading for the train station to catch the ‘T’ as many Pittsburghers would say, nicknaming it that due to the circular ‘T’ logo on all the train cars. On the way Matt took another look at her license. Willow Avenue? That’s right next to that fire hall. I could drop this off and catch another train easily. He looked at his watch. Well, tomorrow that is. Last trains are already making their stops.

He slid the change purse into his bag and picked up the pace, reaching the station just as the train arrived. As he always did, Matt found a seat in the back car, so he could sit opposite the direction they were moving.

I was King Clutz tonight, but tomorrow morning? He patted his bag. I’ll be Matt Mollster, Urban Hero.
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Matt resisted the urge to knock ‘shave and a haircut’ and instead located the illuminated doorbell off to the side. His heart began to race. Will I be a hero? Will she think me a stalker?

This was a bad idea... She might think I’m a psycho or something...

The door opened, but instead of Cynthia Brewster answering Matt was instead greeted by a short woman twenty years Cynthia’s senior. “Can I help you?”

“Hi, yes, my name’s Matt. Matt Mollster,” he began fumbling through his pockets, looking for The Little Mermaid change purse that had become lodged sideways inside his jacket. “I was looking for Cynthia...”

“I’m sorry but Cindy-”

Matt retrieved the change purse. “She dropped this last night. I wanted to get it back to her.”

The woman’s eyes swelled. “You... you saw her?”

“Yeah, I, we sort of bumped into each other. Literally.”

“Are you a friend of Cindy’s?” She asked as she took the change purse from him.

“Uh, no, no we just, like I said, bumped into each other. She ran off before I could...”

The woman stared at the item in her hands long enough for a tear to wallow up. 

I just wanted to do the right thing, but maybe I shouldn’t have-

“I’m Dolores, her mother.” She said, extending her hand. 

“Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

“Please come in, Mr. Mollster.”

“Uh... sure.” Matt closed the screen door behind him. 

What am I walking into? This is a bad idea... This woman could be a psycho or something.

“Have a seat,” Dolores set down the change purse on the mantle. “You might want to take your jacket off, I keep it pretty balmy in here. I’m fetching myself a coffee. Would you like some?”

“Sure. Little cream, lots of sugar.”

Matt heard a keurig heat up moments after Dolores disappeared into the kitchen. While she tended to the coffees, he draped his jacket over the back of the sofa and found himself roaming the living room. A cherry finish entertainment center against the far wall, opposite a patterned couch. A glass coffee table in the center of the room, with the archways and windows wood-trimmed. And a defunct fireplace in the corner, knick knacks on the ledge above.

Reminds me of grandpap’s house...

“Here you go.” Dolores handed Matt his coffee. “So what do you do, dear?”

Matt sat on the couch, trying not to crush the throw pillow beneath him. “Right now? Retail. But I’m actually writing my first novel.”

“Really? A novel? What about?”

Do I really tell her? Matt glanced down at the issue of Good Housekeeping laying on the coffee table. This woman doesn’t strike me as a genre enthusiast.

“Oh, don’t be shy, Mr. Mollster. All writers are critical of themselves, aren’t they? I’m sure it’s fascinating.”

“Well, it’s a bit hard to easily summarize but essentially it’s about this ageless wizard, Bisonious Soulle, who’s been secluded for decades up in this abandoned building in Wisconsin because, well he’s ageless, because he was bitten by a vampire lord named Vaygore during the old west.”

Dolores took a long sip of her coffee before forcing a radiant smile. “Well, that’s nice.”

Next time I’m asked I’m going with it’s a political thriller.

“Thank you very much for returning Cindy’s wallet,” She set her coffee down and adjusted the coaster. “I’m hoping... hoping that brings her home.”

Wait. Bring her home? Uh oh. I think I overstepped. 

“Oh?” Matt sipped his coffee. “When did you last see her?”

“Two weeks ago. She turned twenty one this past summer, so I had already gotten used to her coming in at all odd hours of the morning, praying never intoxicated, but...” She wiped her cheek. “...but at least she came home.”

“The police?”

Dolores scoffed. “I filed a missing persons, but they said no signs of malice, she’s over eighteen, so she’s probably just off the grid. They don’t know Cindy. Even if she were trying to be hard to find, she’d tell me if she was in trouble. Real trouble, you know? I mean, I’m her mother! Why wouldn’t she tell me she-”

Her phone rang, the chime from the nearest receiver was blaring.

Dolores reached for it and recognized the number. “Excuse me, this will just be one second.”

As she answered the call and proceeded to the hallway, Matt finished his coffee while eyeballing the rest of the room. She’s a nice lady, and I know she’s hurting, but I really shouldn’t stick around. At least Cindy’s wallet is here and not out on the-

Schlock?!

Matt set down the coffee and walked over to the entertainment center. He lifted the DVD case off the shelf, laughing as he scanned the back cover. This is one of the most obscure... What are the chances she and I would both like this thing? 

It’s like I already know her...

“That was Cindy’s,” Dolores said from the hallway, covering the bottom of her phone. “She has a bunch more of those upstairs if you want to look.”

As his host returned to her phone call, Matt decided to trek upstairs, his curiosity sufficiently peaked. Everyone says you can know a person by the music they listen to, but I disagree. The movies they like speaks volumes. The stairs were narrow and he tried not to knock over the hanging portraits along the ascending wall. The first room he saw had an old N Sync poster on the door. Wow. I judged her favorably too early. Okay, so yeah, music speaks volumes, too.

He stepped into the room, looking for the DVDs Dolores had mentioned. Instead he found three different purses, emptied and laying on top of a bed with a purple and black comforter. To the right a dresser littered with figurines, loose change, half-filled boxes of Tic Tacs and receipts on top.

But down in the left corner was a stack of DVDs. Matt crouched down and looked them over. The Princess Bride, Euro Trip, Bride of Chucky, True Romance and Shrek. Huh. All of these are about finding a soul mate. She’s a hopeless romantic with a perverse, twisted sense of humor.

I am in love.

He set down the movies and looked up at her desk. There was a framed picture of her and another girl her age. Both were smiling, holding up back stage passes for Incubus. Matt picked up the picture to get a better look at it. Cindy’s auburn hair was shorter in the picture than she had the night before. Her friend had jet black hair with a red streak, and a grey winter hat on top. Matt assumed the picture was about a year old at most. But the more he looked at Cindy, with the shorter hair, she almost looked like-

“That’s her friend, Carrie,” Dolores said as she walked up behind Matt. “They’d been inseparable through all of high school.”

“I take it though they had a falling out?”

Dolores nodded. “After they graduated, Cindy started working. Retail at first but she was always looking for a better job. She wouldn’t go into detail but said Carrie accused her of flushing her dignity away, or something to that effect.”

“Why would she say that? What kind of jobs did she have?”

“At first, waitressing, then she started doing some catering,” Dolores saw a ballerina figurine on the dresser and picked it up. “I think Carrie was pushing her to follow her dreams, but I was telling her to be practical and have an income. Ever since my husband passed, money’s always been tight. I didn’t want Cindy to struggle.”

I can understand that. Grandpap always came at me with the same decree. ‘Get a job with computers’ he’d say. ‘Save your money. Do the right thing.’

Matt returned the framed photo where he found it. “I’m sorry, I should go. I have to catch the next T.”

“Of course, I shouldn’t have- I don’t get many visitors, and Cindy...” She wiped her cheek again. “I’ll see you out.”

He followed her back downstairs and to the front door. Matt grabbed his jacket and zipped it up. “I wish I knew more. It was just-” Matt brought his fists together. “Sudden collision. She was coming out the door, I wasn’t looking where I was going. And then she was off.” Matt shrugged. “I wish there was something I could do.”

“Honey, you know how many people would’ve pocketed the wallet for themselves? You’re a decent kid. Thank you. This might be what brings her home, so you’ve done plenty.”

Matt offered his hand. “Well, if I see her again I’ll let you know.”

“Thank you,” she said, shaking his hand gently. “Now go catch your train.”

As he crossed the street, Matt took notice of the house opposite of the Brewsters’. He caught a brief glimpse of a man in the living room watching Matt pass by. He was maybe a few years older than Matt, a well groomed beard framing his cold, empty stare. He puffed on a cigarette as he and Matt locked eyes for a second.

Guess I didn’t get the memo that I wasn’t welcome in this neighborhood.

Matt pressed on and turned the corner. He hiked back to the fire hall and reached the T station just as the train pulled in. He spent the entire trip back home dwelling on the night before, rehashing those sixty seconds with this new information.

“I’m so sorry!” She had said when she frantically reached for her bag. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

I was the asshole looking down and yet she was overly apologetic. Maybe she was just as distracted.

She had dusted off her pants quickly, grabbed her things in a hurry and darted off, apologizing again. Distracted and in a panic. Coming out of a diner...

Out the train window he saw an Arby’s, the sticker in the window reminding him of the sandwich Cindy hadn’t touched, herself more interested in watching the door than eating. She wasn’t there to eat. Was she meeting someone? He thought about when he first spotted her in the restaurant and concentrated on her face, those sad eyes he was initially drawn to. 

No. Not sad eyes. She was nervous, scared. Maybe she was running from someone?

He reached his stop and hopped off the train, immediately withdrawing his phone from his jacket pocket. I didn’t want to resort to cyber stalking but I kind of have to now, don’t I?

If she’s legit missing, maybe I can help.

He tried searching variations of Cindy or Cynthia Brewster from Pittsburgh on Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter but found no profiles matching her. But Facebook had an account that hadn’t been updated in over a year, with a profile picture matching the photograph of Cindy and Carrie from Cindy’s bedroom. 

Bingo.

Matt reached his apartment building still scrolling through Cindy’s profile timeline. Most of the pictures were selfies, with a good chunk of them from hers and Carrie’s graduation.

Nothing unusual or deceptive there. And she hasn’t been posting in months. Dead end.

He retrieved his mail and climbed the stairs. He opened his apartment door and tossed the phone on the couch, choosing instead to open the package he had gotten. He removed a copy of Iron Man #282 and inspected the cover. Right above War Machine’s head was a faded, circular grease spot. Like new my ass.

He dropped the comic next to his laptop, which sat still open on his coffee table, the screensaver shuffling through random comic book images and film screen grabs. Maybe I just need to move on, back to the draft. I’m no Batman. If this girl doesn’t want to be found, I’m pretty sure I won’t find her. 

And truth is, it isn’t my business.

Matt opened up a bag of cheese doodles and brought up his latest draft, staring at the blinking cursor as he munched. He reread his last line, mumbling it over and over in an attempt to spark the next exchange.

“’My power is a curse, Eve.’ ‘My power is a curse.’ ‘Power is a curse...’”

He leaned his head back, cracking his neck and staring off at his shelf, his gaze lingering on a ceramic bust of the black-suited Spider-Man. ‘Great Power... Great Responsibility...’ God, that line can never be topped, can it? That philosophy... Grandpap was like a sterner, more realistic Stan Lee. ‘Save your money. Do the right thing.’

Matt reached over and retrieved his phone, going back to Cindy’s Facebook page. Do the right thing? I did. I returned her wallet. He kept scrolling through the pictures. Carrie Collan likes this. Carrie Collan likes this. Carrie Collan and Ian Bech like this. Who’s Ian Bech? Is this the creep across the street from her?

He clicked on Ian’s profile. The profile picture wasn’t the staring creep but instead a guy closer to Cindy’s age, red hair, square jaw, and smiling in every damn picture. Matt also noticed most of the pictures were with pretty girls, but never the same girls. No pictures of friends hanging out, hitting up bars or watching sports. Just Ian smiling and making animated expressions with girl after girl after girl. My guess is he’s either gay or a massive player.

Matt toggled back and then chose Carrie’s profile. Most of her recent posts were shares of Funko POP figure announcements. Animaniacs? Mortal Kombat? Rick & Morty? 

This girl’s after my own heart, too. 

He then came across a picture of Carrie holding up a Hot Topic exclusive of the Ariel POP with glasses, and Matt noticed she had a Hot Topic employee’s lanyard around her neck. 

Money’s tight, but I could afford a new Rick & Morty POP. Matt thought. Question is, which Hot Topic does she work at?
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Can’t remember the last time I was in this mall.

Matt walked up the out-of-order escalator and saw the Hot Topic off to the left. Years previous a cell phone kiosk and an almond stand would have been waiting at the top of the escalator. Now it was a bare, stained floor. He let the two elderly women mall-walk past him before he crossed over to the store entrance.

Matt was surprised to hear some vintage tunes playing in store for once, instead of the college emo track of the week. The overhead TV was displaying the live video for Iron Maiden’s ‘Fear of the Dark.’ Memories of first hearing the song came back to Matt.

Man, haven’t heard this in a while. This was the first CD Jeff threw my way when he switched to his iPod.

While scanning the wall for new tees, Matt was unaware of the young woman sneaking up behind him.

“Can I help you find anything?”

Matt spun around, standing face to face with the store clerk he sought. Standing in front of the counter, she was half a foot shorter than Matt, with shoulder-length hair that was jet black save a streak of teal highlighting. Her lipstick was dark red and the Buffy the Vampire Slayer tank she wore was a size too small, though Matt assumed that was likely by design to help accentuate her figure.

Not that I’m complaining...

“Just checking us out?” Carrie raised an eyebrow.

“Huh? What, um, yes. Yes, I was uh... I was looking for any... Iron Maiden tees.”

“You got it. Let me show you.”

Carrie headed for the back wall and Matt followed.

Come on, man. Matt thought. She’s probably still in college. Besides, aren’t you here to find Cindy?

She stopped in front of the racks and pointed to the ones in the middle. “We usually have two or three different designs. But we have a lot more on our website and you can always have them shipped to store.”

“Awesome.”

“My name’s Carrie. Just let me know if you have any questions.”

“Thanks.”

Matt hunched down to browse as she returned to the counter. He lingered long enough to make his visit believable before heading up back to the counter. 

Okay... here goes.

Carrie smiled. “Didn’t find anything you like?”

“Actually, if you don’t mind me asking, weren’t you friends with Cynthia Brewster?”

Her disposition changed 180 degrees. “What’s it to you? Who are you?”

“Oh, well I’m just-”

“Are you a stalker?”

“What? No!”

Wait... am I?

“Then who are you?”

“My name’s Matt. I bumped into her last night. Well, more like collided. She dropped her what-have-you, her change purse? But she ran off before I could catch her. I dropped it off at her mom’s but...”

Carrie’s demeanor relaxed as she shook her head. “Yeah, Mrs. Brewster wouldn’t know where Cindy is. It’s cool of you to, you know, do that and all, but yeah, Cindy’s off the grid. And if she’s smart, she’s long gone.”

“Why’s that?”

She stammered a moment, wrinkling her brow as she crossed her arms. “Seriously, who are you? A cop?”

“No, a writer.”

“A writer?”

“Well, no, sort of. Right now I work at the Nostalgia Crypt. Over on Liberty Avenue?”

“Yeah, I’ve been in there before. You guys had the Sunnydale tee I was looking for, charged me an arm and a leg.”

“Yeah, that’s Mr. Vade’s doing. He’s not a fan, really. Just in it for the cash grab.” Matt slid his hands into his pockets. “Look, Mrs. Brewster seemed pretty shook up that Cindy’s been gone this long, and when I saw her last night she... she looked like, I don’t know. Scared. I just... I just want to help.”

Carrie offered a small grin. “Sure you’re not a stalker?”

“No,” Matt sighed. “Just lonely I guess.”

“Said every stalker ever.”

Matt laughed. “Good point. No, just want to help. My half brother’s actually a cop, so maybe being nosey’s in my blood.”

“I’ll bet,” Carrie lowered her arms. “Okay, listen. I’m on break in like ten minutes. Meet me in the food court?”

“Sure.”

“One condition. You got to buy something, dude, because you’ve been my only customer today.”

“Deal,” Matt looked behind her and pointed. “I’ll take that Morty POP figure.”

Fifteen minutes later, after wolfing down a cup of pretzel bites, Matt spied Carrie heading towards his table in the food court.

“I have to hit Sandwich Factory. Come with?”

Matt grabbed his drink and followed Carrie over to the stand as requested. After she ordered, Carrie began recapping the past few months of hers and Cindy’s friendship.

“...after high school, we both waited tables at Eat ‘N Park. Mainly because we both were crushing on this dude Tyler who worked there our senior year. Worked out for Cindy because he was into her, too.”

Damn. She does have a boyfriend.

Carrie got her debit card out to pay. “But Tyler had a jerk friend that worked with us, too, a real creep. The type who is all surface and bullshit but is just totally into himself and greedy and shit. Well, I started working at Hot Topic and Cindy was telling me Tyler’s friend was starting his own company. A custom catering thing and he needed girls with waitressing experience. Cindy said no because, well, she was saving to scram.”

“She was planning to leave?”

“Planning? Not exactly. More like dreaming. But a good dream.” Carrie grabbed her food and looked for a table. “Ever since she saw that Center Stage movie Cindy always wanted to be a dancer in New York, but her mom is so hometown old school that moving away to chase dreams and whatnot isn’t reasonable to her.”

Matt sat opposite of Carrie and set down his drink. “You don’t exactly sound like you agreed either.”

“Oh, I was all for it. Not my bag but it’s not my place to judge either. But her mom lives in a bubble. And not one to talk because she was miserable, couldn’t really ever hold down a job for too long.”

As Carrie took a few bites, Matt drummed the table with his fingers. “So... was Cindy still seeing Tyler?”

“Last we spoke, no.”

Take that, Tyler.

“He was on the track team, working on getting a scholarship to a better school when they started dating. Well, he didn’t get it. Blamed Cindy for missing out, got bitter, moved on. Such an asshole. But he still convinced her to take that demeaning job with his friend anyways.”

“Demeaning job? The catering thing?”

“Yeah, it’s called Cleets and Eats or something lame like that. They drop off food for tailgating parties.”

“Wouldn’t that only be for the fall?”

“Dude, we live in Pittsburgh,” she said with a mouthful. “I mean, come on, between the Steelers, the Pens and the Bucs there’s someone tailgating every weekend of the year. Trust me, that guy cleans up.”

“I guess that’s how Tyler convinced Cindy? The money?”

“Oh yeah, he fed her a line. But Ian, that’s the dude with the company, he pays his people peanuts. She ended up trading one dead end for another.”

Ian was that jagoff who liked all of Cindy’s statuses, Matt thought. If that guy took advantage of cheap labor, is that why she had that casino receipt? 

Well, let’s see...

Matt shrugged. “She’d probably be better off taking some cash down to Rivers.”

“Oh, Cindy liked her gambling. Too much.”

Jackpot. Haha. Literally maybe?

“If she had been down there recently and won, she’d be long gone.”

“Without saying goodbye. To either her mom or you?”

Carrie didn’t answer, didn’t elaborate. She just shook her head no.

She wanted to be a dancer. Matt took a sip of his drink. Sounds just like-

“So what’s your book about?” Carrie asked as she crumbled up her napkin.

Don’t embarrass yourself again, man. 

“It’s a political thriller.”

Carrie sat still, not emoting, her napkin still in hand.

She’s not buying it, Matt thought. She does have a Buffy tee on. If it’s not work attire then she actually would be my audience...

Matt sighed. “Okay, no, it’s... well it’s about Bisonious, this wizard from the old west, still alive, now living in an empty Wisconsin factory, hiding there for centuries because a vampire lord bit him and ever since he’s been afraid to walk among humans.”

Carrie bobbed her head. “Nice. Kind of like Blade, regrets what he is.”

“Exactly, but since he’s a wizard, he uses magic to quench his thirst.”

“Is there a sex scene?”

“Huh? No, he’s a wizard. Why, why would there be a sex scene?”

“Why wouldn’t there be a sex scene?” Carrie laughed, her face animated. “It’s vampires, dude! If you want to sell a vampire story it’s got to have sex! People love sex.” She looked down at her phone. “Shit, I have to get back.”

Carrie leapt up, tossing her wrapping into the trash can and taking a final sip of her drink. “Look, it’s like, noble of you and all, trying to help Cindy. Not many like you anymore, man. But I bet she’s fine, okay? I know Cindy. Eventually, she reaches out. And with her wallet missing, I bet she’s calling Mrs. Brewster today.”

“Good point. Well, it was nice to meet you.”

“You, too,” She began stepping away. “Tell your boss to quit being a miser and he’ll get more customers.”

“Yeah, well, that logic doesn’t compute for Mr. Vade.”

“Right,” Carrie picked up the pace as she headed back to work. “And add that Vampire nookie!”

Sure, if I wanted to write another Twilight.

Matt made for the escalator downstairs and pulled out his phone, opening up Facebook.

I know who Ian is now. Let’s see if I can find this Tyler...

As the app loaded, Matt found his way back to Cindy’s page and checked her friends. Seven down was a Tyler Harrington. As he stepped off the escalator, Matt scanned Tyler’s profile. 

“Employed at Dick’s Sporting Goods.” I’d say based on what Carrie said that fits.

He kept looking through Tyler’s feed as he left the mall. Posts about the Steelers, that Kenny Chesney concert - nothing about Cindy stood out. Matt went back to her profile and stopped upon the last link Cindy shared: ‘Roma Dance Academy Now Accepting Applications.’ Tyler had commented “and they all burn out and live on the street – cant do worse...”

What an asshole.

Matt reached the mall’s bus stop and looked at the time. Next bus’ll be here in five minutes. Okay, I’m doing okay on time. Probably get to work a little early.

He reached into his pocket and withdrew the Rivers receipt. It was dated two days ago.

Carrie said Cindy liked her gambling. If she didn’t score big yet maybe she’s liable to try her hand again...

Matt saw the bus approaching and slid his phone into his pocket. Beauty of a casino is no matter what time you get off of work, they’re still open.
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Chapter 4
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I should have got waaaaay more sleep.

Matt yawned as he locked up the register and reached for his hoodie, trying not to drop his phone in the process.

As he pulled the front door closed, he heard a vehicle approaching the Nostalgia Crypt.

No, it can’t be them.

“Hey, Matt!”

It’s them.

He turned to see Snyder’s uncle’s tow truck pulling up to the curb, with Snyder behind the wheel and Johnny hanging out the passenger window. Matt threw his hood up. “Closed, guys. You know better.”

“Actually we’re just hanging out, brainstorming for the pod.” Johnny said.

“Can we drop you somewhere?” Snyder asked. “I’m tired of going in circles.”

“Well, wouldn’t it be easier to just find a booth at Denny’s and chill instead of wasting gas?”

“Have you gone out in public with this one?” Snyder pointed to Johnny. “I don’t advise it.”

“I’m loud and embarrassing, which I want to say doesn’t matter at Denny’s. Besides, if you’re trying to pick up girls at a diner, Sny, I’m probably doing you a favor.”

Snyder just shook his head. “Matt, I could use some help.”

Eh, what the hell.

Johnny opened his door and Matt climbed in the back, almost sitting on a long, narrow box. “What’s this?”  

Snyder helped move the box. “We bought a boom microphone for the podcast.”

“What, you going to stand at a distance while recording?”

Johnny closed his door. “Snyder heard the Curator uses one for his podcasts.” 

“Probably because he does on location interviews,” Matt said. “I bet he’s got a producing team, and a tech team. You’re just two jokers recording in a garage.”

“Two ambitious jokers!” Johnny said.

Snyder pulled away from the curb. “Where you heading, Matthew?”

“Down to Rivers.”

Johnny looked back at Matt. “Since when are you a gambler, Matt?”

“I’m just helping a friend,” Matt said. “And how would you know or not know I’m a gambler, John? You’ve only ever seen me in the store.”

“This is true,” Johnny said. “I assume quite a bit. I’m usually wrong, too. So, okay, then, will you help us settle a dispute?”

“Sure, what else is new?”

“Cool.” Johnny held up a bag of square caramels. “Is it pronounced ‘car-mell’ or ‘cara-mel’?”

I should’ve walked.

* * * * *
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MATT NOTICED HIS HAND shaking as he took a sip of his seventh complimentary coffee.

No worries. Just means the caffeine’s working.

He eased back into his seat, squinting as the neon light of the Game of Thrones slot machine blinded him.

Damned thing already took ten bucks from me. No more.

Matt got up and wandered back over towards the blackjack tables. There were considerably less people playing than when he first got there. He took out his phone and checked the time.

4:48? Holy hell, it’s true what they say about casinos and the lack of windows.

Once Johnny and Snyder had dropped him off, Matt finally reached the North Shore a little after midnight. Upon making it into the casino floor, he immediately helped himself to a free Mountain Dew and started roaming about, looking for the forlorn Cindy Brewster. It wasn’t crowded by any stretch of the imagination, and if she was there, he’d have seen her. So other than a few stops at the Game of Thrones slot machine, Matt had spent most of the night walking. Almost five hours of zilch and nada.

This was ill-conceived, Matt. She more than likely would’ve been here earlier in the night. And now you’re losing sleep for nothing. 

Time to head home.

Matt tossed his coffee cup into the nearest trash and got the elevators in his sight. But as he got closer, he pulled back, dipping behind the digital roulette game as a casino employee stepped off the elevator. A uniformed man putting out a cigarette. A man Matt recognized.

The creepy neighbor!

Matt made no movement, focused on not drawing any attention. Too far away for the name tag to be clear, Matt instead watched as the creep walked down the hall towards the bar. Matt kept a safe distance and followed, eventually taking a seat at the Playboy slot machines three rows away from the bar.

Okay, so Mr. Rear Window here probably saw Cindy down here all the time. Maybe they meet up for... whatever nefarious reasoning I... can’t quite figure out for the moment...

Matt swiped his card and played a few games, taking interludes to observe his suspect. A suspect who was serving up screwdrivers and mimosas to the senior gamblers who had started to pour into the casino. A suspect hard at work, doing nothing suspicious, nothing but tend bar, while wearing a smile. 

When the caffeine wore off and he felt his eyelids grow heavy, Matt surrendered to the reality that, although he now had a lead, he was in no shape to pursue it.

Need to recharge and reanalyze. Need to leave.

Matt went out the main entrance and gave pause, his senses reeling from the abrupt change. With the constant cacophony of gambling machine beeps and bells behind him and the aroma of old, spilled beer creeping up into his nostril, Matt trekked around Heinz Field, across W General Robinson Street and then down the stairs to the North Shore T station. With sunrise about two hours away, he figured he had enough time to get home and get to sleep before daylight could interrupt. He spent the trip back home dozing off, debating if maybe Carrie was right, that with her change purse missing Cindy finally went home. Maybe he had wasted his time.

Maybe I should stop. Maybe this is not my business. Maybe I just go about my life and stop pretending I know what I’m doing. 

He arrived at his apartment a few minutes after six and, once the door was locked, dropped his keys to the floor and crashed hard into the couch.

Case closed.
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Chapter 5
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KNOCK - KNOCK - KNOCK

Opening his left eye, Matt elevated his head up just high enough to see the time. 

8:36? Really? Who the hell...

KNOCK – KNOCK – KNOCK

“I’m coming!” Matt struggled to lift himself, his body heavy from the deep sleep he’d just wakened from. His arms flailed about as he trudged to the front door.

Matt opened the door to see two men. The one knocking was tall, dark skinned, maybe early thirties. The other was shorter and older, and rocking some salt and pepper sideburns.

Cops?

“Mr. Mollster?” The taller gentleman asked.

“That’s... me. Good morning?”

His visitors lifted their badges. “I’m Sergeant Block, this is Sergeant MacDonald. We just want to ask you a few questions about a case we’re working. Do you mind if we come in?”

How do they know... did the creepy neighbor spot me?

“Uh, sure. Excuse the lack of... apartment.” The policemen stepped inside and Matt directed them to the couch while he pulled over his desk chair. “Should I offer them a drink?”

Both men looked at Matt, almost amused.

“I said that out loud, didn’t I?”

“We’re fine, Mr. Mollster,” MacDonald said as he sat down. “This will only take a few minutes.” 

Block withdrew a notepad. “Mr. Mollster, do you know a Cindy Brewster?”

Okay, don’t be stupid. This isn’t a movie. You’re not putting her life at risk or showing your hand or any other batshit reason not to just be honest. Just say...

“No. I mean, no, not personally. I know the name. And the face. I bumped into her the other night.”

“Bumped into her?”

“Literally bumped. Collided. Coming out of the Dormont Eat ‘N Park.” Matt demonstrated with his hands. “I was going in, she was coming out in a hurry.”

“And you didn’t see her coming?”

“I was looking at my receipt. I was overcharged, going back in to dispute it. We hit and then all our stuff hit the ground.”

“Did you take anything of hers?”

“I did, after she ran away. I tried to help her gather her bearings but she was frenzied, left her wallet behind.”

That’s right. Be up front.

“Why didn’t you take it into the restaurant, give it to the hostess?”

“I’ve had too many issues with lost and founds to trust doing that ever again. Believe me, there are very few good Samaritans anymore.”

“But you are?”

Matt stuttered. “Well, yeah. I decided to bring the wallet to her. Well, her mother at least.”

“She told us,” Block said. “We spoke to Mrs. Brewster earlier this morning. Mr. Mollster, did you remove any items from the wallet? Cash, credit card?”

“No, of course not.”

He didn’t say casino receipts.

“Would you recognize her purse if you saw it again?”

“I don’t know. Maybe?”

MacDonald reached into his coat and laid a folded baggie on top of Matt’s coffee table. Inside the baggie was Cindy’s purse. “Is this it?”

“I... I think so. Did she come home? Is Cindy okay?”

“A jogger found this on the ground in Frick Park around 5am this morning.”

Around the time the creep arrived for work...

“We’re waiting on prints, but Mrs. Brewster said you were helping her look for Cindy,” MacDonald said. “That’s why we’re here.”

“You said Cindy was frenzied,” Block said. “Anything else you noticed about her that evening?”

“Just that she looked pre-occupied. Sad. She bolted the second she thought she had everything. And I don’t mean that she didn’t waste time, I mean she full on ran.” Matt tried to resist the urge to animate with hand gestures, but he found himself making a chopping motion when he said ran. Matt casually sat on his hands and shrugged. “I was thinking maybe her neighbor was following her or something.”

“Her neighbor?”

“When I left their house the other day, the guy across the street was staring me down. Real weird-like.”

“Wouldn’t you, if a strange man was seen leaving the house of your missing neighbor?”

When he says it like that...

“What do you do for a living, Mr. Mollster?” Block asked.

Avoid the humiliation. Don’t say writer.

“I work at the Nostalgia Crypt.”

“Where’s that at?”

“The comic book store on Liberty Avenue.”

“I should’ve guessed that,” MacDonald looked around at Matt’s décor. “It’s like
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