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  Family. The Job. The Thrill of a Sequel. It’ll Take a Miracle to Survive.


Detective Smith thought his golden years would be easy now that he had retired from killing dames of the night. But the life he left behind isn’t through with him … yet. The black-veiled witch Anya and her army of ghouls make different plans when Smith’s hotshot replacement fails to appease Anya and botches her century-old tradition of cleansing the streets of its deviants and filth.


Anya sets her sights on a new protégé—Smith’s teenage granddaughter, Melissa.


In this sequel to Moonlight City Drive, good is pitted against evil, granddaughters pitted against grandfathers, witches pitted against detectives, ghouls pitted against prostitutes, drug dealers pitted against police officers, vultures pitted against a book of spells.


No one gets out alive.


  
    Dedicated to all my fellow Dog Fashion Disco fans and to the real Mushroom Cult.
  


  
    (You all know who you are.)
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  1: GARDENIA’S FAMILY RESTAURANT


  Vicki rubbed her hands and bounced on her tiptoes, darting her eyes up and down the busy downtown Salem street. She shivered and tugged her overcoat snugger when the wind blustering from the water over Pickering Wharf prickled her skin. She returned to wringing her hands together, the skin on her knuckles cracking from exposure to the cold winter elements.


  “I knew I’d be stood up,” she said with a thick puff of steam exiting her mouth.


  She shook her left hand so her watch would fall below her sleeve’s seam.


  “Yep. Ten minutes late. This is the last blind date I go on. I swear.”


  She kicked a dirty-gray snowball across the sidewalk and turned to head to her car in Gardenia’s parking lot—the restaurant’s sign illuminating her backside—but instead she collided into someone’s chest.


  Vicki stepped backward. “Oh, jeez, I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t worry about it, kid,” replied the old man wearing a trench coat. “Mind if I bum a smoke?”


  Vicki shifted her weight from foot to foot. “I-I don’t smoke. I’m sorry, mister.”


  “Bullshit. You bought your first pack today so your blind date might think you’re cool.” The old man’s voice emphasized cool to sound like a melodramatic high-schooler.


  Vicki’s eyes grew wide.


  The old man shuffled one step forward. “I believe your boss retained a new client today. An Eva Smith? Looking for her grandfather?”


  Vicki placed a hand over her opened mouth. “The Wharf Killer. How do you know about that?”


  The old man’s index finger tapped his temple. “Because I’m smart.”


  Vicki glanced at the passing cars. Too much traffic and too many people are about for him to snatch me in plain view, aren’t there?
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  Smith’s wrinkled and weathered finger pointed to Vicki’s jacket pocket. “A smoke, please?”


  Vicki’s shaking hand reached into her pocket and retrieved the box of Smolens. She unwrapped the cellophane and handed the box to the old man.


  Smith lit a cigarette and exhaled a mixture of steam and unfiltered smoke. “Your blind date won’t show tonight.”


  “Is it okay if I leave, mister? I just want to go home.”


  Smith extended his hand toward Vicki. “Are you scared of me?”


  She flinched and glanced over his shoulder at Gardenia’s parking lot.


  “Fine, fine. Go. It’ll save you additional wasted time and any further embarrassment.”


  Vicki ducked her head as she stormed past the old man.


  “Sorry it didn’t work out for you, Vicki. He just wasn’t ... right for you.”


  Smith stood in the same spot, puffing his cigarette, as he watched Vicki get into her car and exit the parking lot without checking the oncoming traffic. Her back tires squealed as they found traction in the snow-covered roadway.


  Smith tossed the half-smoked Smolens into a snowbank and headed for the entrance to Gardenia’s.


  “Good evening, Mr. Smith,” the hostess said.


  Smith nodded and smiled. “Any room at the bar tonight?”


  “Absolutely. Go right ahead.”


  The retired private eye tipped his fedora and moved past her toward the back of the restaurant. Just before he reached the red-cushioned bar, he detoured to the jukebox in the corner. He reached into his breast pocket and fished out two nickels. After he inserted them into the slot, he entered the memorized code for his song of choice.


  “Smith!” the bartender yelled from behind the beer taps.


  The detective flashed an open hand in lieu of a full-fledged wave. The jukebox played his chosen song, and the singer had just described Rockefellers walking with sticks and umbrellas when Smith reached an open seat at the bar.


  “Fain, how are you, my good man?” Smith asked.


  “Can’t complain. The holidays have certainly helped business.”


  Smith nodded. “Something about the season brings out the drunks in all of us.”


  Fain chuckled. “I’m not complaining. Your regular poison tonight?”


  “Yes, sir. Double it up.”


  Fain poured two whiskeys, each straight up into a separate glass, and slid them toward Smith.


  The detective removed his fedora and placed it on the threadbare stool next to him, then raised his glass. “To the holiday season.”


  Fain lifted his glass of water. “To job security!”


  The two men toasted, and Fain flung his dish towel over his left shoulder. “How’s Travis and his kids?”


  “He dropped them off earlier today. Them grandkids are having a sleepover tonight at our place. Wynn’s at home with them, making cookies.”


  “And you’re here, drinking.”


  “I had some … business to take care of tonight.”


  “You back detectiving?”


  “Is that even a word?” Smith asked, chuckling. “I guess you could say that, but, the real question is, have I really ever stopped?”


  Smith finished his first glass of room-temperature whiskey just as the jukebox fell silent again before Billy Idol’s “Rebel Yell” graced the restaurant with its sing-along chorus and loud guitar hooks.


  Smith grimaced and shook his head. “Music these days, huh?”


  “The world moves on, you know? Whether you move with it or not,” Fain replied as he restocked the shelves with clean and dry martini glasses.


  Smith took the first swig of his second glass and closed his eyes. “There was a band—a jazz band—that would play regularly at Rippetoe’s, my go-to bar back home, a long time ago. The Anacostia Trio. Now that’s what I call music. But I fear those days of live classy music in smoke-filled lounges are gone.”


  Fain shook his head. “It’s a different time.”


  Smith removed his pocket watch and checked the time. “Well, sir, it’s time to make my way to the homestead to play Grandpapa.”


  “Don’t be a stranger.”


  Smith slid off his stool, finished his second glass in one gulp, and replaced his fedora on his head. He smacked his tongue against his lips to clear any residual alcohol and straightened his posture. “I won’t, Fain. And merry Christmas, if I don’t see you.”


  “And a happy New Year too.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Happy New Year and all that jazz. Good gravy, why don’t we just wish each other a happy Valentine’s Day too and make out while we’re at it?”


  “Get outta here, you old fogy.”


  Smith flipped Fain the middle finger as he turned toward the front of Gardenia’s.


  Fain chuckled behind him just as that pretty boy with the perma-sneer screamed through the jukebox speakers about how she wanted more, more, more.
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  Smith eased into the driver’s seat of his Pinto and closed his eyes. The muffled sounds of traffic mixed with the giggles and cheer of the holiday-season pedestrians momentarily soothed his brain. After a moment of taking in the ambience of Gardenia’s parking lot from inside his car, Smith opened his eyes and adjusted the rearview mirror, bringing into view the face of a decrepit witch from his back seat.


  “For Pete’s sake, Anya! I swear you’ll be the death of me by showing up like that.”


  Anya leaned forward and raised the black veil covering her pale face and lifted it over her head. She cackled and slid between the front bucket seats and sat next to Smith.


  “We’ve been working together for how many decades now? You’d think I wouldn’t surprise you anymore.”


  “Working together.” Smith chortled. “That’s a good way of putting it.”


  Anya tsked at him and placed a bony hand on his knee.


  “Who do you have out tonight?” he asked.


  “A small crew. Cyana and Pum’kin are leading the charge in the red-light district.”


  “Mine’s over there in the Dumpster.” Smith used his chin to gesture toward the large green trash receptacle on the other side of the parking lot.


  Anya leaned back into the passenger seat, removed her hand from his leg, and sighed.


  “What?” Smith asked. “What is … Oh, don’t fucking tell me—”


  “I can’t use him.”


  Smith twisted his body so his torso faced Anya. “What do you mean, you can’t use him? Scumbag was using blind dates to prey on young girls. If anything, he’s exactly who you can use.”


  “It’s more complicated than that. I’m very selective of my choice of bantlings.”


  “Oh, this is just rich, Anya. I’ve helped you grow the Mushroom Cult into over one thousand strong, with no regard for how low of a bottom-feeder they are, and now you start having standards?”


  Anya peered out the passenger window, remaining silent.


  “What’s wrong with him, Anya? Why isn’t he worthy enough to be part of your pathetic coven?”


  The witch returned her venomous gaze to Smith, peering at him. “God, I hate you. You’d think after all these years we’ve spent together and through the countless girls we’ve turned, you would’ve used some obvious common sense to notice there are no men within my ranks.”


  Smith glanced at his fingers and used his index finger to pick at a hanging cuticle on his thumb. “I’ve noticed. I just assumed you were sexist.”


  Anya reached into the back seat and retrieved the weathered hardbound book. Placing the large artifact in her lap, she petted the maroon-colored front cover, like it were a cat.


  “The book is pretty specific about who the vultures will collect and return to me cleansed and reborn.”


  “Let me see.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Show me, Anya. For decades, I’ve obeyed blindly, never questioning what you tell me the book says. For all I know, the book’s pages are blank, and you’re just making up shit as it pleases you. Let me see where it says that.”


  Anya hugged the book against her black-laced garments and spat mockingly, “For one, Detective, if memory serves me correctly, you had the book for quite some time. So, if anyone should know these pages are not blank, it would be you. I’m still not sure how much of the book you actually read.”


  Smith remained silent, fiddling with the calloused skin around his cracked fingernails.


  “Alright,” Anya said. “I can see this conversation is pointless. Just as that young man’s death was.”


  “That young man was using blind dates to drug and shack up with young girls. He sounds like grade-A prime meat for your cult, if you ask me.”


  “Has he killed any of these girls?”


  Smith gripped the Pinto’s steering wheel with both hands. “I-I can’t be 100 percent sure. I’ve been tailing him for a few weeks, and I only seem to track him after he’s left the girl unconscious and raped or after the room has been destroyed with no one left inside.”


  Anya slid closer to Smith. “Do you think it was in those times when he killed the girls?”


  “Why do you care so much all of a sudden?”


  “Well, if you were smarter, you could’ve pinned the Wharf Killer moniker on him. Let everyone think he’s the one doing your work ...” Anya’s voice trailed off. “Well, speak of the devil.”


  Smith glanced in his rearview mirror and saw a Salem Police Department cruiser enter Gardenia’s parking lot.


  “They’re getting closer to finding out the truth, Smith. It won’t be much longer before the fuzz put two and two together, or you get careless and leave bread crumbs right to your front door. And how will Wynn react to the SWAT team kicking in her front door and face-planting her elderly husband into the Oriental rug at gunpoint? You had a scapegoat—a perfect person to frame—right at your fingertips, and your fucking pathetic righteousness got in the way. Again.”


  Smith’s gaze followed the squad car as it pulled into an empty slot and as its taillights went dark.


  “Will you give him to me then?” Smith asked.


  “Ho-ho-ho! So, Mr. Holier Than Thou has turned on his own convictions, has he?”


  Smith, without removing his attention from the officers exiting the patrol car, placed a hand on Anya’s bony thigh. “You know as well as I do that my days are short. Eighty-five is just around the bend and through the first door on the right. I can feel it in my bones. Plus I can only imagine how spending forty years with the likes of you has shaved a decade off my life. I’m asking this one favor, Anya. Give me the boy. Give me the boy and get Stepp to buy into the cult, and I’ll disappear from our partnership forever.”


  “Take Wynn on that Alaskan cruise she’s been begging you for since the sixties?”


  Smith chuckled. “You’re such a wench.”


  “Who is it?” Anya craned her neck to see out the back window.


  “Taylor and Raynard.”


  “Business? Or are they getting drinks on duty again?”


  “Can’t tell.”


  “They have to walk right past that Dumpster. You sure he’s concealed well enough inside? I’d hate for this to be the way the fuzz finally brings you down.”


  “He’s hidden. Don’t worry about that. Just summon the vultures and let me have him.”


  Smith redirected his gaze from the rearview mirror and startled when he looked out his driver’s side window. Nikki and Candy stood next to his car, their decrepit fingers slowly caressing the closed window.


  Anya leaned forward and signaled for the two ghouls to disappear.


  “Okay, just this once, Smith. But I’ll have to wait until Gardenia’s closed. Too many lookie-loos around to smuggle the body from the Dumpster, and certainly too many people around for the vultures to make their descent here.”


  “Thank you.”


  “He’ll be ready by tomorrow night for you. I’ll even hand deliver him.”


  Smith rolled his eyes. “Don’t overexert yourself.”


  “Night’s still young, Smith. Still time to head to Hypnotic Encounters and get me a proper one. Just sayin’.”


  Smith shook his head and pointed the Pinto homeward as Anya and the book vanished from his passenger seat, leaving her trademarked residual stench of mildew and decay.
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  Officer Taylor paid his and Officer Raynard’s tab at Gardenia’s bar and headed toward the exit.


  “Good evening, officers.”


  “Good ta see ya, Rex!” Officer Raynard replied and stopped.


  “All quiet on the eastern front tonight, I hope?”


  “So far, so good. Just came in for a midshift refreshment.”


  Rex grabbed Taylor’s arm and guided the officer downward to whisper, “Any leads on the Wharf Killer? The mayor has been all over my ass about getting this guy locked up so he’ll get out of the fucking nightly news. It’s killing the tourist business.”


  Taylor cleared his throat. “I know, sir. Chief McBrayer has a few task forces in plan to blanket the city at night. Plainclothes officers.”


  “When’s he gonna roll that out? Just so I have something to tell the mayor in tomorrow’s city council meeting.”


  “He said after New Year’s,” Raynard answered.


  “Maybe I’ll come to the station and chat with the chief myself. I just pray every night that one of youse guys catch the killer before we find another mutilated girl.”


  Taylor scanned the restaurant. “Doesn’t seem to be hurting business in here.”


  “Safety in numbers. People feel secure among a crowd. But take a stroll on the wharf after sunset on any given night? Fucking crickets. And don’t give me that bullshit about it being winter. Downtown commerce has seen a 30 percent decline in sales since this fucktard started leaving girls strewn around the wharf.”


  “Don’t worry, Rex. It’s only a matter of time,” Raynard replied.


  “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


  Taylor’s portable radio chirped, and he raised a finger to silence Rex from speaking.


  “Is it for us?” Raynard asked.


  “Nah. Something on the west side.”


  Raynard slapped Rex on the shoulder. “Take care. Have a merry Christmas if I don’t see you before then.”


  “You too, gentlemen. Tell the missus I said hello.”


  “I will,” Raynard said, and the two officers left the restaurant just as “Blue Christmas” emanated from the jukebox speakers.
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  Duston’s infection in his right foot hurt more tonight than it had in recent weeks. He had to use both hands, wrapped around his right knee, to help drudge his leg forward, just to take each step.


  The cold pierced through his ragged and unwashed clothes and froze his skin. His stomach growled louder than the passing cars, all spraying gray snow filled with salt and dirt.


  “Settle d-d-down in there. Just a few more s-s-steps. Gardenia’s is r-r-right up ahead, and I’m sure their D-D-Dumpster is full tonight.”


  Duston’s mouth watered when thinking about the unfinished steak dinners and all the trimmings he’d find discarded inside the massive trash receptacle alongside the building. He propelled his leg to take a few steps through the slush on the sidewalk unaided by his helping hands so he could warm his exposed fingertips. He beat together the threadbare remnants of his mittens to create some warmth as Gardenia’s roadside sign now came into view.


  After shambling forward a few more moments, Duston entered the restaurant’s curtilage and spotted the parked police cruiser. He stopped and hesitated.


  “Well, w-w-we’s gotsta eat. Hopefully they the friendlies.”


  Duston’s ripped and tattered coat opened in the oceanside wind, and he turned his back to the building to shield his front side from the gust. From behind, he heard the two officers exit the restaurant and head toward their cruiser.


  Duston felt relief when he turned around and saw who they were.


  “Yep, it’s a g-g-good thing it is the friendlies workin’ tah-night,” he mumbled.


  “Duston!” Officer Taylor called from the walkway that connected the front doors to the parking lot.


  Duston raised his right hand in a meek hello gesture, then crammed it inside his jacket for warmth.


  “No shelter tonight?” Raynard asked as they approached.


  “All f-f-full, Off-f-ficer Raynard, s-sir.”


  “You aren’t gonna sleep out here on the wharf, are you?”


  “N-n-no, sir. Just want to eat f-f-first, then might s-s-see if M-M-Ma is alone tonight.”


  Taylor sighed. “Would you like me to buy you dinner? No reason for you to go Dumpster-diving tonight. Plus that Dumpster”—Taylor glanced at the receptacle alongside the building—“has probably seen more sanitized days.”


  “Oh, n-n-no, Mr. Taylor, s-s-sir. I’d feel too bad to t-t-take youse monies. But that’s mighty n-n-nice of ya.”


  “Alright, Duston. Listen. See that pay phone across the street in front of the Witch Museum? If you can’t find anywhere to go, use that phone to call 9-1-1. This is our beat all night, so it’ll be us who gets dispatched to you. We’ll help you find somewhere cozy, if you run out of options.”


  Duston tried to smile but the cold only allowed one side of his frozen lips to rise. He nodded and gave a short embarrassed wave before turning toward the Dumpster that hopefully held tonight’s dinner.


  Taylor and Raynard shuttled into their patrol car, trying to keep the blustery night air outside the vehicle. Taylor started the car and activated the window defogger. They could barely decipher Duston’s blue jeans as he scaled the top lip of the Dumpster through the layers of fog blanketing the glass.
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  Duston landed with a wet thwap! inside the blue Dumpster. A mound of boxes cascaded downward, like a too-tall tower of sand on a beach. Wilted lettuce, bruised fruit, and decaying fungi rolled on top of him. Pain seared through his lame foot, but he gritted his teeth and bore the pain.


  He stuffed his exposed fingers into the trash heap below him and shoveled aside as many cardboard boxes as he could, scavenging for any real food—a half-eaten kid’s chicken-finger platter would even suffice at this point.


  On his hands and knees, Duston grazed a thick french fry underneath a mound of food-stained napkins.


  “Bingo,” he whispered, his breath creating a rolling mushroom cloud of moisture.


  He grabbed the fry and yanked. When the fry wouldn’t budge, he sifted away more debris from the pile.


  And noticed his prized potato slice donned a fingernail.
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  “Do ya hear something?” Raynard asked.


  Taylor leaned forward and wiped the remaining fog from the windshield with the cuff of his uniform jacket.


  “Shit! That’s Duston!” Raynard flung open the car door.


  Raynard could hear Duston’s stuttered screams clearer now as the two officers sprinted toward him.


  “Are you hurt? I’ve told you to stop climbing over—”


  “Th-th-th-th-there’s s-s-s-s-s …”


  “Okay, slow down,” Taylor said as he reached Duston. “Just tell us what happened.”


  Duston swallowed hard and composed himself as a spinach leaf slid off his shoulder. “I think a b-b-body’s in there.”


  “In … the Dumpster?”


  Duston nodded.


  “Why don’t you take a seat in the back of the cruiser? We’ll check it out,” Raynard said.


  The two officers exchanged a how-much-has-he-had-to-drink-tonight glance before heading toward the Dumpster. The squad car’s door closed behind them, and Taylor thought, At least he’ll be warm for a few minutes.


  Raynard was the first to reach the Dumpster, when Rex called out to them from the front of Gardenia’s, “Everything kosher, guys?”


  Taylor quickly exhaled in disgust. “Everything’s fine, Rex. Go home. Nothing to see here.”


  Rex was already halfway to the Dumpster. “I’m not going anywhere until I make sure whatever it is your noses have picked up isn’t another dead girl.”


  “Fucking great,” Raynard mumbled as he went head over feet into the pile of food waste.


  Taylor stayed planted to intercept Rex’s prying eyes. “Look, Rex. Let us do our job. Go home. I promise you’ll be the first one we call if we find anything.”


  “Rex! Honey! Are you coming? I’m freezing!” his wife yelled from the walkway to the parking lot.


  Rex turned to answer her just in time to see her stumble off the concrete path and catch her balance in the crunchy slush covering the dead grass.


  “Aww, shit. Looks like I gotta babysit my fucking wife now. Goddamn drunk.”


  Raynard remained motionless inside the Dumpster after uncovering half of a male face underneath the rubbish. “Well, Taylor …”


  “Yeah, buddy?”


  “It’s nothing! Just some punk’s book bag,” he said loud enough for Rex to hear.


  Taylor shrugged, as if to say, See? I told you so. Now off you go to take care of the grown woman you married.


  “Fine!” Rex spat, defeated. “Jen, I’m coming. Stay there!”


  Rex’s wife attempted to find the concrete pathway again but lost her balance and fell face-first into the snow.


  “Jennayy! Are you okay?” he yelled. Then, in a whisper, he added, “You dumb bitch.”


  Taylor waited to make sure Rex and Jennayy were snug inside Rex’s vehicle before speaking. “Find anything?”


  “They gone?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Call Sergeant. Tell him to get down here. Don’t put this over the net.”


  “What’chya got?”


  “Another body.”


  “Fuck! I knew there’d be another girl before Christmas. I could just feel it in my—”


  “It’s a male.”
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  Sergeant Santana instructed Taylor to go inside Gardenia’s to order Fain to close the restaurant posthaste. “This is now a crime scene” was his ending statement.


  Flashing blue lights and strobing red ones littered the Salem night sky. Two rookie officers had been posted at the parking lot entrance to deny any further patrons from entering. Santana had encircled the building with yellow crime-scene tape. Every officer on duty was on scene, regardless if they were out of their assigned patrol zone or not.


  “This would be a perfect time for someone to rob a bank,” Taylor whispered to Raynard before he headed inside Gardenia’s.


  Fain met the officer at the front door. “I’ve already made an announcement that no more food would be served and for everyone to finish their meals as fast as possible.”


  “Anyone complain?”


  “Just one toddler who had pooped himself.”


  Taylor laughed and shook his head.


  “I offered everyone inside a complimentary meal for their next visit,” Fain added.


  “Smart man.”


  “Minus alcohol.”


  “Ha! I knew there had to be a catch,” Taylor said. “Okay, so we really gotta get these people out. We aren’t even touching the package until the premise is completely vacated.”


  “I’ll get them out.”


  “And that means you too.”


  “Ah, shucks, man. Throw me a bone?” Fain asked.


  “No can do, boss man.”


  “But it’s my place. I can be the media-relations guy—or whatever the official term is—when the reporters arrive. I can plug Gardenia’s on prime-time news as well as give them nothing about what you guys found. It’s a win-win.”


  Taylor walked away from Fain without indulging in any further conversation.


  The last patron left less than fifteen minutes later.
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  Raynard glanced at their cruiser and wondered how long the on-call detective planned on interviewing—interrogating—Duston.


  “They don’t think he killed the guy, do they?” Taylor asked Raynard.


  “Nah. But they have to be thorough.”


  “Jeez, if anything, we could be considered alibis for Duston, since we saw him go into the Dumpster.”


  Raynard shook his head. “Just stay close, and stop thinkin’ so much.”


  Duston stood from the back seat of the cruiser and approached the two officers as the suit-wearing detective walked toward Chief McBrayer.


  “Well, f-f-fellas. I’m free to go.”


  Taylor scowled in the detective’s direction. “I hope he went easy on you.”


  “Oh, he w-w-was very professional. Either of you have a s-s-smoke I can bum?”


  Raynard leaned inside the squad car and grabbed his pack of Smolens from the center console.


  “Here ya go, pal.”


  Duston nodded in thanks and placed the cigarette between his lips. “What a f-f-fucking night, huh, guys?”


  Just then the detectives exhumed the cadaver from the Dumpster in a not-so-graceful fashion; his body bounced like a dead fish when it hit the parking lot’s asphalt. John Doe came to rest, dead eyes still open, facing the rows of police cars and emergency personnel.


  “As soon as the medical examiner arrives, we can get the fuck back to a normal night,” Taylor said.


  Raynard opened his mouth to reply, but the sound of a dozen flapping wings made him pause.


  “Nothing about tonight is normal,” he finally said, searching an empty sky for what seemed to be an invisible flock of birds.
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  2: EN LA NOCHE


  Vicki maneuvered her car into the only open space outside Hypnotic Encounters. The flashing neon sign, depicting a naked lady falling into a martini glass, illuminated the slush-covered front entrance.


  She slipped on a patch of ice as she reached to open the front doors to the club and her hand slid right off, breaking one of her Pampering Pink–colored fingernails. She flapped her hand to help lessen the sting. When the pain subsided, she opened the door, and a large man in a blue shirt adorned with the strip club’s girl-in-a-martini logo greeted her, the ear-piercing thump of “When Doves Cry” filling the venue as Vicki could see the profile of a girl grinding on the pole to the beat.


  “ID, please,” he said.


  Vicki reached into her back pocket—her broken nail snagging on the fabric of her tight jeans—and retrieved her driver’s license.


  The bouncer glanced at it and handed it back to her. “First time here?”


  “What makes you ask that?” Vicki asked, while returning the license into her pocket.


  “Says you just turned twenty-one this month.”


  Vicki blushed. “I’m here to see my friend. She’s working tonight.”


  “Oh? And who’s that?”


  “Caitlin.”


  The bouncer chuckled. “Look, girl. Real names mean nothing to me. In here, they only go by their stage names.”


  “I think she picked Aurora. She’s new. Last night was her first night.”


  The bouncer leaned backward and folded his arms. “And it was her last night too.”


  Vicki furrowed her brows and shook her head. “I’m not following.”


  “Aurora—Caitlin—had a meltdown onstage. Froze like a two-bit whore in church. One of our regulars actually had to talk her down. Pissed off the boss. Gramps not only talked her down, he talked her right into getting dressed and quitting. We tossed out the old man on his bony, frail ass.”


  Vicki snickered and raised her hand to cover her mouth. The idea of Caitlin paralyzed with fear onstage for her first night as a stripper filled Vicki with childlike glee. And she had no idea why.


  Vicki thanked the bouncer for the information and headed toward her car in the parking lot, the muffled sounds of Prince trapped inside the smoke-filled den for the perverted.


  After she had merged with the commuter traffic, she pointed her car toward Caitlin’s house in Lynn. Keeping her eyes on the road, Vicki rummaged through the messy pile of cassette tapes scattered on the passenger seat. When a red traffic light forced her to stop, she located the album she had been looking for. She inserted Side B of the white cassette into the deck and let the radio autoplay the first track.


  With the intention of distracting herself until she could vent to her best friend about her blind date blowing her off, she turned the music louder and drummed on the steering wheel, while her favorite rock star serenaded her with wanting flesh for fantasy.
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  “So I made a fool of myself tonight. Twice!” Vicki said, when Caitlin opened the door. Without waiting for an invitation, Vicki rushed past her best friend into the living room.


  “Umm, come in,” Caitlin said, snickering at her friend’s unabashed entrance, and closed the front door.


  “Wait. Are your parents home?”


  “Nope. They won advanced-screening tickets on the radio for some movie that doesn’t come out until next week. Johnny Dangerously or something like that.”


  “Grody to the max. I hate old detective tales.”


  Caitlin chortled. “You mean, crime-noir?”


  Vicki inserted her index finger into her mouth and made a gagging gesture. “Yeah. So boring.”


  “But it does have Michael Keaton in it.”


  “Yeah, he can be my Mr. Mom any day.”


  Caitlin rolled her eyes and grabbed Vicki’s hand, pulling her toward her bedroom.


  “When are you moving out?” Vicki asked. “You’re twenty-one now. It’s kind of embarrassing.”


  “That’s why I took the job at Hypnotic Encounters. Was gonna save up to get my own place. I’ve been keeping my eye on some really cheap places over in Parkview.”


  “Well, that leads me to one of the things that happened to me tonight.”


  “Wait.” Caitlin stopped. “Wasn’t tonight your blind date with … with … What was his name?”


  “Tony. Donna never told me his last name. Just told me how hot he was, used to be the star quarterback in high school, yada-yada-yada. Doesn’t matter anymore anyway.”


  Caitlin nodded. “I can only imagine the reason why you’re here instead of there is because he was a real jerk.”


  “I think I’d take a jerk over being stood up.”


  “Bastard,” Caitlin said under her breath. “Come in here. Let me show you what I got today.”


  Caitlin dragged Vicki by the wrist into her purple-vomited-everywhere bedroom and handed her a vinyl album cover.


  “My parents hate her, so I had to hide it. I played it as soon as they left.” Caitlin reached across her vanity and replaced the gramophone’s needle on the first song. Madonna’s voice filled the room.


  “So I went by to see you dance after I left the restaurant. Thought maybe a good laugh would cheer me up.”


  Caitlin shot her friend a fake-angry glare and then laughed. “I don’t know what happened. I hit the stage for my first dance, cowboy hat and all. ‘Hold Me Now’ to boot.”


  “By the Thompson Twins? Eww. I hate that song. You should’ve used this song.” Vicki gestured to the record player. “This sounds like your personal theme song. No wonder you were fired.”


  “I was not fired! And are you calling me material?” Caitlin teased and shot a glance at the speakers. “I don’t know what happened, Vic. Stage fright? Regret? Shyness?”


  “An awful song?”


  Caitlin punched Vicki in the arm. “I just froze. I couldn’t stop staring at that pole, like it’d have some transcendent wisdom for me or something. Some old guy snapped me out of it and put a lot of things into perspective. He was tossed, but I feel like I was saved. In more ways than one last night.”


  “What’d you do?”


  “Chucked my cowboy hat in the trash and came home. But that’s so sweet you tried to see me dance.”


  “I only agreed to go out with Tony to make Stepp jealous.”


  “Girl, you got it bad! I’ve never seen you have the hots for anyone this bad before. And I’ve known you for more than half your life.”


  “He’s just so hot. It doesn’t matter if he’s paying me a compliment or yelling at me from his office about something I royally fucked up. Both make me flustered. I break out in a sweat every morning he shows up. I try to get to the office before eight so I can open it up, and I make sure I’m there to have his coffee ready.”


  “Isn’t he married?”


  “Divorced.” Vicki went off into her la-la land daydreaming.


  “Aren’t you curious about his first wife?”


  Vicki frowned. “Why?”


  “To see what kind of woman he fancies?”


  “And then divorces,” Vicki reminded Caitlin.


  “Still,” Caitlin continued, “what broke them up?”


  Vicki tilted her head.


  “If you know what broke them up, then you’d know better how to handle him—or if you should even be dating him.”


  Vicki sighed loudly. “I wish he’d look at me just once like I could be more than his secretary.”


  “He is a sharp dresser.”


  “And he wears those suits so well. I just hate it when he calls me Mouse.”


  “Mouse?”


  “It’s a stupid pet name he has for me. His little mouse. But I can swallow that if we were, you know, together together.”


  “Hey, in five weeks, it’ll be a new year. You never know what the future holds. You want a drink?”


  Caitlin reached behind her row of hanging jean jackets and retrieved a duffel bag. She opened it and removed two unopened nips of vodka. She twisted the lid off them and handed one to Vicki.


  “Here’s to us, Vic. That 1985 will bring me my own apartment and bring you a roll in the hay with your hunk of a boss.”


  The two girls took a warm swig from their small glass bottles.


  The record player needle glided from track two into the beginning of the third song.


  “This song is so bitchin’,” Caitlin said when Madonna sang her most-current hit.


  “Totally. I know who I’d like to touch me for the very first time.”


  The two girls clinked their nips together in agreement.
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  Smith unlocked the front door to his house. Sci-fi sound effects and giggles floated from the living room. He took a deep breath and held it before subjecting himself to the almost-violent barrage of affection he knew he was about to receive. When he felt he was ready for the chaos, he entered.


  “Grandpapa!” Addie yelled and flung herself at his legs.


  “Hiya, sweet pea,” he replied and rubbed her shoulders.


  His only grandson bolted at him and collided with Smith’s stomach, an audible Oomph! escaping his lips. His oldest granddaughter sat on the couch, somewhat unfazed at his arrival and not removing her gaze from the Dr. Who episode on the television.


  “We made you cookies!” Addie yelled in excitement.


  “You did? Well, good thing I’m hungry!”


  “Mel spilled the whole bowl of eggs and flour on the floor. It was such a mess!” his grandson added.


  “Shut up, Shaun. You’re such a tattletale.”


  “Okay, Melissa,” Smith said. “That’s enough. Don’t talk to your brother like that.”


  “Little twerp,” she whispered before returning her attention to the television.


  “So where are these cookies?” Smith asked his two grandkids still attached to his legs.


  Addie took his hand and led him toward the kitchen. “C’mon, Grandpapa. In here!”


  “Isn’t it too late for you guys to still be up?”


  “Well …” Addie said, “I already had my beauty rest when I took a nap today. I think Mel could use some beauty rest too!”


  “I heard that!” Melissa yelled from the other room.


  Smith reached for the cellophane-wrapped plate of cookies on the table.


  “Grandpapa? Why are your fingers so dirty?” Shaun asked.


  Smith glanced at his hands and saw Blind-Date Guy’s dried blood trapped underneath his fingernails and caked into the wrinkles of all his knuckles. “Let me just wash my hands before I touch any food. Did you guys wash your hands before you made the food?”


  “Uh-huh. Grandma made us.”


  Smith scrubbed the blood from his skin under the running sink faucet, more to race against Wynn entering the room and seeing his hands than for any sanitary purposes.


  Addie and Shaun each grabbed a cookie and handed both to Smith.


  “Well, thank you.”


  Addie curtsied in acknowledgment of her grandfather’s gratitude.


  Smith bent to meet their faces. “You guys don’t really like Dr. Who, do you?”


  Addie shook her head. “Mel picked it.”


  “At least it wasn’t stupid Grease again,” Shaun added.


  “How about we go back in there and pick something we all like?”


  Smith’s two grandchildren nodded, eyes wide, and grabbed just enough cookies for themselves, leaving Melissa’s share resting on the plate.


  “The committee has deliberated and unanimously agreed,” Smith announced when he entered the living room. “Dr. Who has been voted off the tube to make way for something the young’ins might like instead.”


  “Who’s the committee?” Melissa asked with a sourpuss scowl.


  “Me and the kids.”


  “Fine. Whatever. I’m going to the basement,” Melissa retorted and stormed from the room.


  No one spoke as she barreled past her brother and sister.


  “You know what? She’s getting too old for these sleepovers,” Wynn said, joining the rest of them in the living room. “She’s hitting the age where she’d rather be at the mall with her friends on the weekends than hanging out with her younger siblings and two old farts like us.”


  Smith took his first bite of cookie and laughed. “Old farts. That certainly describes us, all right.”


  “Your farts are old!” Addie said, and Shaun giggled.


  Smith approached the large cable box sitting on top of the television. “C’mon, kids. Go sit with Grandma. Let’s see what’s on.”


  Addie and Shaun snuggled on either side of Wynn with their cookies, and Smith pushed the row of buttons in order, navigating through the channels.


  “There! That! That!” Addie yelled.


  Smith clicked the button for the next channel. His reflexes to stop moved slower than his repetitive motion.


  “No, Grandpapa! Go back!”


  Smith pushed the previous tab–like button. “This?”


  Both grandkids nodded.


  Smith walked across the living room toward the couch with the opening theme song to Fraggle Rock entering its final chorus behind him.
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  Melissa reached the makeshift bedroom in the finished basement. Her grandparents had assembled three cots that surrounded her grandfather’s pool table, which sat dead center in the room. She flung herself on her cot and grabbed for her Walkman. After placing the foam headphones over her ears, she pressed Play. She closed her eyes and let the room disappear underneath the magical sounds of Wham! singing about never dancing again after a night of infidelity.


  Melissa rocked her head back and forth on her pillow to the beat. Just as the world had finally disappeared and she had forgotten that she was spending another lame weekend with her grandparents instead of playing tonsil hockey with Graham, someone ripped her headphones from her ears. She opened her eyes, ready to shove whichever of her two younger siblings had the gall to act so immature and to interrupt the dreamy sounds of her favorite band.


  The room was empty.


  Then a hand grazed Melissa’s stomach, and she jumped clear out of her cot, almost landing on the pool table.


  “Oh, it’s you. You have to stop doing that to me. You’re seriously gonna give me a heart attack one day.”
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  “You know what’s funny? Someone else has been saying something like that to me for almost forty years now.” The witch stepped forward from the shadows and raised her black veil to expose her face. “Come. Sit, child. I can sense frustration in you.”


  “Who are you? Yoda?”


  The witch furrowed her brows. “I do not know this Yoda.”


  Melissa snickered at her friend’s lack of understanding pop-culture references.


  Her friend had been in her life for as long as Melissa could remember, going back to toddlerhood. In fact, she can’t even remember a time when Pale Witch—Melissa didn’t know her real name—wasn’t around. She knew her friend hadn’t shown herself to Melissa’s siblings or parents; Melissa liked to think of her friend as her own childhood imaginary friend, one who just so happened to not-be-so imaginary. It wasn’t until Melissa had become interested in Salem’s deeper history and folklore—and began studying Wicca after school at Madam Hapney’s shop on Pickering Wharf—when her friend had allowed Melissa to flip through the Mushroom Cult book.


  Melissa sat up on her cot, the music of Wham! sounding distant and tinny as George Michael’s voice came from the discarded headphones.


  “Not in the mood to partake in wholesome family time?” Pale Witch asked, running her decrepit finger along one leg of Melissa’s jeans.


  “They’re so retarded. I hate it here. But Dad said they won’t be around much longer and that I should spend as much time with them as possible now, while they’re still alive.”


  “You’d rather be somewhere else?”


  Melissa reached for her Walkman to stop the music. “Anywhere but here.”


  Pale Witch stood and towered over Melissa. “Would you like to accompany me tonight? I have business on the other side of town.”


  Melissa jumped up from the cot. “Really? You’d let me tag along?”


  Pale Witch nodded.


  “And what are we gonna do?”


  “We have to keep the promise of a favor. And I think it’s time you met the vultures.”


  Melissa slipped on her Keds and grabbed her winter jacket. “What if someone comes to check on me? Or it’s time to put Addie and Shaun to bed? I’ll be in deep shit not only with my grandparents but with my dad too.”


  “Don’t worry about that. It’ll all be taken care of. You’re in no jeopardy of being caught.”


  “Wait. How do we get there? Do you drive or something?”


  Pale Witch shushed her and stepped forward. Holding the antique book in her left hand—pulled out of nowhere—she spread the fingers on her right hand and placed it over Melissa’s face, like a grotesque spider hugging a larger prey.


  A flash of light illuminated the basement, leaving the room void of anyone—human or ghoul.
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  “Did you hear that?” Wynn asked.


  “Yeah. It sounded like a pop, … like a firecracker went off downstairs,” Smith replied. “I’ll go make sure Mel is okay.”


  Smith stood from the couch, placed his hands on his lower back and stretched backward, and then headed for the staircase leading to the basement. He descended the stairs one at a time, using the handrail for balance. When he turned the corner into the basement, he saw Melissa’s feet sticking out from behind the obstructed view of the pool table.


  “Melissa?”


  No answer.


  “Melissa?”


  No answer.


  He stepped forward to round the corner of the pool table.


  “Mel?”


  No answer.


  Smith sighed, half in relief and half in slight annoyance at the typical teenage behavior. He stood and watched his granddaughter, her eyes closed and listening to her Walkman. He wasn’t sure if she was sleeping, and, if she was, he didn’t know if he should turn off her music. Was listening to such horrid music that loud while asleep damaging to a young person’s eardrums?


  Smith decided to leave her be and headed back upstairs. When he entered the living room, Fraggle Rock had ended, and he approached the cable box.


  “Alright, children. It’s time for your grandpapa to watch his news.”


  Addie and Shaun grumbled in protest.


  “Go downstairs and get in your pajamas,” Wynn said. “I’ll make you some hot milk, and you can have one more cookie before bed.”


  The kids squealed in excitement and bolted for the staircase.


  “Be quiet!” Smith yelled. “Your sister is down there sleeping!”


  Smith and Wynn heard pitter-patter noises as the kids raced down the staircase. They returned like a tornado, even before Smith could press the Channel 5 tab on the cable box. The channel was in a commercial break, and Smith ambled to his favorite La-Z-Boy.


  Before he reached the burnt-orange recliner, he heard a sampled beat with what sounded like talk-singing—something the kids called “rap.”


  “Ooh! Ooh! I wanna see this movie!” Shaun said and clapped his hands once.


  Smith placed both hands on the recliner’s armrests and eased himself into the cushions. His gaze fell upon the television screen, and he saw a group of inner-city youths dressed as if spray-paint cans had exploded all over their clothes, dancing and flipping and spinning on their backs, like an overturned turtle in a gale.


  “What is this crap?” Smith asked, pointing at the screen.


  “Dear!” Wynn scolded.


  “It’s not crap, Grandpapa. It’s a break-dancing movie.”


  Smith reached for his pack of Smolens. “Whatever happened to the good ole-fashion jazz movies?”


  Wynn chuckled. “There never were any good jazz movies.”


  “Says you,” Smith retorted as the movie trailer ended. “And what on God’s green Earth is an electric boogaloo?”


  “It’s, like, dancing or something.”


  “Well, you can ask your dad to take you to that,” Smith said to his grandson. “No way you’re catching me at the theater, watching something called Breakin’ 2: Electric Boogaloo. And it’s a sequel. Have you even seen the first one, Shaun?”


  Addie rolled her eyes. “Watches it every day.”


  “I think it’s time for that warm milk and cookies,” Wynn said to the kids, “before your grandfather starts a fight with someone over a silly dancing movie.”


  “Love you too, hon.”


  Wynn glanced back and winked at her husband.


  The commercials ended—the number of adverts for children’s toys became a constant reminder that the most wonderful time of the year had its hand on all parents’ shoulders—and the news resumed. Before Smith tuned out the hubbub coming from the kitchen, he heard Addie ask if she could drink her warm milk from her favorite mug.


  He knew in a few moments his TOP GUN FOR HIRE mug would be full of warm milk, and the baby of the family would be sipping gleefully. He just hoped she couldn’t taste the decades of whiskey that mug had held.


  Smith heard Wynn speaking—“I bought that mug for Grandpapa way before we were even boyfriend and girlfriend”—and returned his attention to the nightly news.


  “Police are not revealing the identity of a male found in a Dumpster on Gardenia’s Family Restaurant’s property earlier this evening …”
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  Melissa felt a sensation as if her solar plexus had imploded and then burst outward with unmeasurable force. She imagined it was probably how the big bang may have felt, if experienced by a human. Faster than she could say “Careless Whisper,” she had been transported from her grandparents’ basement to now standing in a white room with a metal table. As soon as the shock of the jaunt dissipated, she realized a cadaver rested on the metal table. “W-Where are we?”


  Pale Witch walked halfway around the table, stopping at the corpse’s foot and peeking at the tag hanging off his big toe. “City morgue.”


  “Who is that?”


  The witch released the tag, letting it swing from the digit. “Says his name is Anthony Birch, age twenty-three. Does that ring a bell?”


  Melissa shook her head.


  “I’d assume not. Freshmen don’t ever fraternize with adult men, do they?” Pale Witch shot Melissa an accusatory glare.


  “I-I don’t know what
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