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Introduction

 

Between 1974 and 1991, Zebra Books (an imprint of Kensington Publishing) released nearly two hundred paperback horror novels. Their heyday was the 1980s, when their deliciously lurid cover art featured creepy dolls, Satanic teddy bears, evil cats, and most of all, skeletons. So many skeletons, in every sort of garb: skeleton mailmen, skeleton fortune tellers, bony mermaids with intact fish tails, a skeleton bunny emerging from a top hat, and even, in one shining case, a skeleton jogger1. Much of the writing between those wonderful covers was disposable, but once in a while you’d happen upon a gem like The Stalker.

Zebra published The Stalker in 1984. Its cover featured a skeleton with disturbingly intact eyeballs, a gray wig, and a frill of lace at its throat. With the exaggerated brow ridges and wide jaw, the artwork subliminally suggested a male skeleton in drag, which is exactly what it was. The Stalker is the story of sixteen-year-old Lewis Wharton, whose parents have uprooted their life in Los Angeles to manage a Milwaukee seed company Lewis’s father inherited. Nagy Seeds proves to be full of malevolent ghosts, and the ringleader spirit of the man who founded the company in the 1930s, Peter Nagy, dresses in his dead mother’s clothing to commit murder a la Norman Bates. 

The Psycho parallel is surely intentional, as are the many nods to Stephen King. At one point Lewis wonders if he is telekinetic like “that girl from Carrie,” but unless I am very much mistaken, there are also slyer references to Salem’s Lot, The Shining, and Firestarter. There may even be a subtle one to Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House. Julia Teweles knows these works intimately enough to salute them without being cutesy or obtrusive. On this level, The Stalker is a fun horror novel, better written than many of its Zebra fellows but not atypical of the line. 

However, there is a disturbing thread of homosexual panic that runs through the novel. The manager of Nagy Seeds and Lewis’s coworker both accuse him of being gay for no apparent reason. Lewis’s parents—otherwise sympathetic characters—interrogate him about the coworker’s sexuality and make it clear that they wouldn’t want him spending time with a gay person. Lewis, our hero, retorts that he wouldn’t care to hang out with a “faggot.” Although Lewis grew up in Los Angeles, he runs away in terror when a gay man propositions him in Milwaukee. There is a horror of semen in general, culminating in an act of masturbation—seed spilled at Nagy Seeds—that sets off a chain of events leading to disaster. Things were different in the 1980s, certainly, but why include the motif at all?

I suspect that the thread of gay panic in The Stalker is not a product of homophobia on the author’s part, but an examination of queer experience at the time(s) of the story. Peter Nagy’s attraction to a young male employee leads to murder. Lewis’s parents, who have recently been unfaithful to each other, balk at the idea of their observably heterosexual son having gay friends. An otherwise kind and sensitive boy drops the word “faggot” with no qualms. Some may scoff at the idea of a Zebra paperback exploring sociopolitical issues, but I think almost all fiction plumbs the depths of its author in some way. We write to know ourselves and find our places in the world.

The bio on Julia Teweles’s website includes the following sentence: “I spent 55 years as an alpha male and now I’m finishing my life story as an empathetic woman.”2 When she published The Stalker in 1984, she was still using her male birth name. (Probably just as well—in 1984, women horror writers were still pretty marginalized; the stereotype dictated that they could only write “domestic horror” about their homes and children. There’s not much domesticity in The Stalker.)

I am also a late transitioner (going the other way—I started testosterone at age 44) who published a lot of fiction under my old, female name. Although very little of my pre-transition work dealt with transgender characters on the surface, I now feel trans issues were the iceberg beneath the tip of that work. The work was the only way I had of being the gay man I needed to be. I’d be curious to know if Julia Teweles feels similarly.

—Billy Martin (writing as Poppy Z. Brite)

   New Orleans, October 2024

P.S. I feel honor-bound to warn my fellow feline nutters that there is a dead cat in this story, but it’s only a few sentences and not terribly graphic. I don’t know about you, but I’ve learned to start skimming whenever I’m reading a horror story and see the word “cat” or (especially) “kitten.”

 



1  Dead to the World, J.N. Williamson, 1988.

2  https://transgenderjuliateweles.com


If I were to reduce all my feelings and their painful conflicts to a single name, I can think of no other word but: dread. It was dread, dread and uncertainty, that I felt in all those hours of shattered childhood felicity: dread of punishment, dread of my own conscience, dread of stirrings in my soul which I considered forbidden and criminal.

From Klingsor’s Last Summer by Hermann Hesse


Foreword

 

I grew up wanting to be a writer. From an early age, I loved to read and was a pretty fair storyteller.

In sixth grade I wrote a short story about a Native American family haunted by evil spirits. The narrator was a great chief. Mr. Roy, my teacher, thought it was good enough to read in front of the class. I was not very high up on the food chain of popularity as a quiet, thoughtful kid who was a flop at team sports. But my story held my classmates spellbound. The twist at the end was that the great chief was dead—and speaking from the Next World. When I finished reading and looked up, the room had gone silent, the kids staring at me eyes agog. One of the popular jocks started to snicker. Then a cascade of applause drowned him out. For a few precious moments I had their attention and respect. And that was enough.

At age fourteen I read an article in National Geographic about Sable Island, a desert isle 200 miles east of Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada. Known as the “Graveyard of the Atlantic,” over 350 shipwrecks lie just off its sandy shores, dating back to the sixteenth century. I fell instantly in love with Sable and asked my parents if I could go as long as I found a way to get there. They said sure, never thinking that I would actually pull it off. I wrote the Department of Transport, Canada’s version of the Coast Guard, saying that I was a young journalist, and received permission to go. The waters surrounding Sable are too dangerous for ships to dock there. I contacted Bill Chester, a friend of the family who regularly flew his twin-engine Piper Apache to Nova Scotia on business, and he loved my pitch. I asked my closest friends, one at a time, if they wanted to go with me. But when their parents heard that there was no airstrip and we would be landing on the beach, they all retorted Absolutely not! A camp counselor finally agreed to accompany me. We had an amazing trip. After a few narrow escapes, we flew back home. National Geographic published the article I wrote about the trip—my first published piece.

My first novel, Flashpoint, told the story of a longshoreman who tries to prevent a supertanker from bringing liquefied natural gas into New York Harbor—the heat-energy equivalent of 36 Hiroshima-sized atomic bombs. In the book’s denouement, the supertanker explodes and poof!—there goes New York City. I had just moved to Los Angeles and submitted the manuscript to the West Coast representative of Doubleday. He liked it enough to suggest rewrites. I made them but he still didn’t feel the book was ready to submit, so I made more changes. Back and forth we went more times than I can count. I finally stashed the manuscript in my garage where it is still gathering dust.

My interest in the horror genre was piqued after watching Rosemary’s Baby and The Exorcist. I read and reread both books on which the movies were based.

The late Peter Straub had been my favorite English teacher in high school, back in Milwaukee. When I read his novel Ghost Story, a bestseller in 1979, it blew my mind. It’s still my favorite novel by my former mentor. By this time, I had read and dissected Stephen King’s Carrie, The Shining, and The Stand.  I dug the dark realms of the psyche in Rimbaud and Baudelaire’s poetry. Ditto in Lucian Freud and Egon Schiele’s twisty paintings. Not to mention Lou Reed’s transgressive lyrics in songs like “Heroin” and “Walk on the Wild Side,”

It was 1982 and I was locked and loaded—ready to write my first horror novel.

What I liked most about Ghost Story was Straub’s masterly use of psychological horror. All the main characters are forced to face their darkest secrets and reckon with them. Setting them either on the path of self-understanding or on the path of destruction. Straub's central theme is that you have to face up to your past to make it through the present and succeed in life beyond it.

I decided to set The Stalker in my family’s former seed-processing plant south of downtown Milwaukee. The concept of a haunted factory appealed to me. The thirteen-story concrete monolith, once the tallest building in my hometown, had been constructed in 1918 by my great-grandfather Hugo Teweles, a seedsman by trade. His father, Ludwig, had founded the Teweles Seed Company in 1865. 

My father, president of the firm, asked me if I would like to work there for the summer shortly after my sixteenth birthday. I thought sure, why not? It occurred to me more than once that if ever there was a haunted factory, the Teweles Seed Company was the place. Nearly all the physical details about the Nagy Seeds plant in The Stalker are drawn from fact, not fiction.

I determined that in the beginning of my story Nagy Seeds would not be haunted. Rather, it is the arrival of sixteen-year-old Lewis Wharton that sets off a series of events that ultimately breathes the ghost into life. Ultimately, the stalker turns out to be not just the ghost—but Lewis himself. 

You’ll have to read the book to figure that out.

David Niall Wilson and David Dodd of Crossroad Press are great guys, and I thank them for remembering The Stalker, first published back in 1984, and bringing it back to life in this new edition.

Julia Claire Teweles

August 7, 2024


Prologue

July 2, 1981

Night fell almost as soon as they reached the interstate, and the boy knew it was all wrong. He should never have left, not without putting an end to it.

An inner voice harassed him:

—You just can’t handle going back in here. So you’re running away.

—It’s over. We got out and only that matters.

—You really believe it?

Tears streamed down the boy’s cheeks as he guided the Aspen station wagon southward through brightly lit downtown interchanges. In the rearview mirror, he could see his face reflected, pale and haggard, and he shivered. He was still in shock. He had never felt so vulnerable—all his protective layers stripped away.

Tell me what you fear. What’s your worst fear?

They sped across the industrial plain of the Menomonee Valley and the South Side. The boy resisted an urge to jam the accelerator to the floor. The police might know by now, be on the lookout. If he told the truth, no one would believe it. They would pin the blame on him, call him crazy.

The wagon passed through outlying suburbs. Illuminated tract developments with names like Captain’s Row and Villa Riviera, interspaced by self-storage warehouses, gave way to darkness. Countryside. Shadowy barns and boxy farmhouses. The boy, who had never been at ease with darkness, did not care for driving at night. His imagination would sometimes stalk him.

Mind-trap.

In the dark, he would sense the danger lurking off the side of the road. Creepies—those insatiable night creatures that haunted him—could leap out at any time and scare him senseless, send the car careening off the blacktop. Then the bloodsucking things would slither inside the wreckage, coming for him. But today changed that. The ordeal (dangling over the black chasm of the shaft—fingers crushing his windpipe) paled even his craziest imaginings. The night and its band of creepies no longer petrified him; what had happened was real. The horror inside that place had wanted him, crawled into his mind. When it could not possess him, it had tried to destroy him.

The boy turned and glanced at the girl beside him. She was asleep now, one pale white hand cushioning her head against the window. Her curly red hair and freckles resembled his own. The two of them looked enough alike to pass for siblings. That would help when someone questioned who they were.

He kept his eyes away from the woman in the rear. It was impossible to forget her terrible face when they had carried her out to the car. No, it would be too awful to look.
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In Chicago, the boy picked up Interstate 55 and cut west across Illinois. It had only been four weeks since the family had left California and driven to Milwaukee—only four weeks since it had all begun—but it felt like a thousand years.

Miles ticked away on the odometer, each mile adding to the distance from that ungodly place. The boy’s eyeballs ached. He wanted to stop and sleep. But there was danger in sleep.

A state patrol car pulled up alongside them. The boy cursed himself for not having spotted it. Sensing the cop’s gaze on him, he tried to focus his eyes straight ahead. A surge of adrenaline made him giddy.

Step out of the car please. Your license. Who are your passengers? Where are you going?

Sweat dripped down his forehead and finally he had to look. The cop was peering into the back seat. He must have noticed the woman, seen how weird she looked. Now he would pull them over.

The patrol car suddenly sped ahead and disappeared into the night. Maybe the cop had gotten an emergency call. It was funny how in your imagination the worst always happened, but reality sometimes let mistakes slip through.

Now the boy found the courage to look in the back seat.

His mother still lay propped against the door where they had put her. A strand of spittle hung from her chin, her eyes were blank and glassy. Her gray, unkempt hair flew wildly in the wind. Hair that had been blond four weeks earlier.

—Look how much worse she is.

—She’ll get better. When we’re farther away, she’ll come out of it. It’s over.

—Everything that happened is your fault!

—It wasn’t me it was …

—Wrong. It was you. And it’s not over.
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The squad car’s appearance had jolted the boy into a state of total alertness. They needed to get away, keep driving. He could do anything: drive all night, flowing with the highway’s current.

The sense of invincibility lasted for two hours, taking them almost to the Missouri line. After Springfield, the highway narrowed, grew surly and demanding. The adrenaline high wore off. Fatigue flooded over him in waves, but he couldn’t stop, fearing what would happen (What’s your worst fear?) if he did.

A trench, a dark slit, opened up across the traffic lanes a hundred yards ahead. The boy slammed on his brakes. But it was nothing more than the night shadow of a telephone pole falling across the highway. The girl stirred but did not emerge from her cocoon of sleep.

The boy turned on the radio. Nothing on the FM dial. He settled on an AM rock station out of St. Louis. Christopher Cross singing “Say You’ll Be Mine.”

Ahead, a sign read: “FARMERSVILLE 5 MILES. GAS & LODGING.” Good, he would fill the tank and get coffee. A dousing under the cold water faucet in the men’s room would revive him. That inner voice would leave him alone.

I-55 stretched out before him: two straight-edged lines of reflectors merging into a star on the horizon. The full moon emerged from behind a cloud and lit up a sea of cornstalks, rippling and undulating magically in the night wind. The powerful odor of lilacs and plowed fields funneled in the window.

At the far end of the cornfield, the boy spotted a ranch-style house—his own house. Impossible, but he could see it with preternatural clarity; every chink in the brick, even the grain in the wood, stood out. The boy’s heart beat a rapid tattoo; his breath quickened.

A single light burned in a corner window. His room. The silhouette of a tall figure was visible, holding a candle, staring out at the highway. At him. The boy recognized the figure at once and the hair at the back of his neck prickled. A familiar rhyme tinkled in the back of his mind like a wind chime: Here comes a candle to light you to bed, it began.

The boy gripped the wheel so tightly that his knuckles cracked and whitened.

Here comes a candle to light you to bed;

Bed so merrily.

Here comes a chopper to chop off your head;

Head so merrily.

Stop it! The boy bolted forward but the seat belt snapped tight, locking him down. He could taste dread like pennies in his mouth.

The house disappeared. A hallucination. Of course that was what it had been. The tall figure with the candle—who was it?

—Come off it, you know who it was.

—No. The house was too far away. I couldn’t see.

—Liar liar liar.

An overpass loomed ahead. Just beneath it stood the shadowy figure again, a tall, muscular woman, her old-fashioned dress and shawl billowing in the wind.

“No way!” the boy whispered and slammed down the accelerator.

The Aspen roared into the overpass tunnel and the woman sprang at him, thumping against the windshield. The boy laid on the horn and covered his face. He could hear his wheel rims scraping against the curb.

When he looked again, they were out of the tunnel. The woman was gone. Blurry motes of light danced in front of his eyes like fireflies. They resolved into a pattern of street lights: Farmersville.

The girl touched his arm and he flinched. “What’s going on?” she asked sleepily.

“Sorry, I almost hit an animal.” His hands were damp and slid on the wheel. “We’d better stop and find a motel.”
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The exit ramp deposited them on a potholed frontage road. They passed a cluster of neon signs: CHESTER’S CHARCOAL STEAKS. JAGUAR NUDE DANCING. PLEASIN’ COCKTAILS. The Shell station was closed. So was the Union 76. The whole town was closed. And not a single motel. The exit sign had lied.

“I guess little places like this zip up tight for the night,” the girl remarked, yawning.

They finally found a pink neon vacancy sign in front of Skippy’s Nomad Inn, a crumbling two-story structure of unpainted cinder block. A swimming pool, covered with scum, glowed dully in the pink light.

The boy wondered if he had any outward signs of the ordeal as he pulled into the rutted parking lot and parked behind an eighteen-wheeler. The desk clerk might ask questions. Was sixteen old enough to rent a motel room? He didn’t know.

Reaching into the back, the boy took the wallet out of his mother’s purse. The girl was fixing her hair.

“You coming?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I’m too nervous. They’d see right through me.”

On his feet, the boy felt lightheaded and almost lost his balance. He stumbled across the parking lot and through a sagging screen door. He rang a buzzer inside the pink vestibule, decorated with dirty plastic palms. The muffled sound of laughter from a TV game show came from under a closed door. A clock on the wall read eleven forty-five.

The door opened. The odor of frying onions wafted in, followed by an enormous man of about sixty. His red T-shirt, emblazoned with the words “HELLO, I’M SKIPPY,” hung loosely over cutoff shorts. It did nothing to mask his basketball paunch.

Skippy eyed him with suspicion. “Need a room, I suppose?”

The boy asked for a single and a double, explaining that he was with his mother and sister. Skippy had an asthmatic wheeze. He wore a sweet, clinging aftershave, like a woman’s perfume, that made the boy nauseous.

“Your momma signing in?” Skippy asked.

“No, she’s not feeling very well,” the boy answered in a papery voice. His foot tapped a nervous beat on the linoleum.

“You mind not making that noise?”

“Sorry.”

“Sure that’s your momma out there?”

“Yes, sir.” He wanted to just back out and run. Find another motel.

A woman shrieked hysterically on the TV over rising applause, and a buzzer beeped. “She’s a winner! She hit the jackpot! Fifty thousand dollars in prizes!”

Skippy finally pushed a form across the counter. “Fill this in, sonny.”

Relieved, the boy invented a name and scrawled it on the register. Skippy silently took his money. What if he asked for an ID?

With the change came two keys wired to old brass doorknobs. “Checkout time’s noon, no exceptions,” Skippy warned. “Shower good before you use the pool.”

As the boy turned to go, Skippy wheezed and came around the counter, clamping a hand on his shoulder.

“Since Momma’s not feeling well, I’ll lend a hand with the bags,” said Skippy.

Did Skippy think he was lying? He could not let him see they had no luggage or how his mother looked.

“Thanks, I can manage.”

“Suit yourself, sonny.” Skippy shuffled back behind the counter.

Stepping outside, the boy pulled the fragrant lilac air deep into his lungs.
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He and the girl had to haul the woman up a rusty outside stairway to their rooms. His mother began to struggle. In her terror, she wet herself. He was afraid she would scream and wake everyone up.

“It’s just me,” the boy whispered fiercely. But she gave no sign of recognition.

They made it to the single and carefully laid her on the bed.

“We’d better clean her up.”

“I’ll do it,” said the girl. “Go get some sleep. You need it.”

Waiting for her, the boy lay naked on the bed, perspiring. An icemaker in the corridor chugged loudly. He tried to relax his shoulders and back, but they remained rigid. Finally the girl came in.

“Everything OK?” he asked.

“I guess. She’s calmer, anyway.”

The girl quickly undressed and curled up against him. He caressed her breasts, luminous white globes made spectral by moonlight. The girl and his mother had saved his life. But now he was the strong one.

“Do you love me?” he asked.

“You know.”

A door in the next unit slammed like a gunshot and they both jumped, then laughed nervously. The girl clung to him.

“I’m scared.”

The boy stroked her. “You’re not the only one.”

“When she gets better she’ll make us go back. I know she will.”

“No way. Don’t worry, everything’s OK now.”

Liar liar liar!

“It’s OK,” he repeated urgently. “It’s over and we’re never going back.”

She was asleep. The boy envied her steady, even breathing. He used to drop off just as easily: eight hours of dreamless, uninterrupted sleep every night. But for the last four weeks he had turned into an insomniac—the same way he had been as a kid, petrified of the creepies under his bed.

The boy gently extricated himself from her embrace and rolled over. For a while, he listened to the ice machine. Tension snaked across his shoulders. He shifted onto his stomach, exhausted, craving sleep, afraid to sleep. Afraid of the horrible thing that might come awake in his mind.

Mind-trap.

He moved again and the sweaty sheet stuck to him. He decided to take a shower.

A naked bulb barely illuminated the peeling bathroom walls. The shower water was freezing. Waiting for it to warm, the boy studied his features in the dim, rusty mirror. His eyes were red and swollen, his face so withered with exhaustion that he could see himself at fifty. An adolescent in an old man’s body. He pushed his hair back and squinted at his beardless face. No, he looked more like the crone in the overpass.

In a dizzying rush, the crone suddenly flew out of him like the illogical sequence of a dream. She grabbed him from behind and pinned him against the sink. In the mirror, the boy could see the mocking smile on her caved-in face. He tried to wrest free, but the crone’s lichen-spotted fingers tightened around his throat. He could smell her sickening perfume and the stale breath from her gaping black rictus as she whispered:

“Do you love me?”

Gasping for air, the boy clutched for the edge of the sink. But the drain hole beneath him widened until he was dangling over a swirling maw of darkness. His fingers lost their hold and he plummeted.

His head crashed against the mirror and he looked up, gasping. The room had returned to normal. A spiral of tiny cracks webbed out from his broken reflection. Blood dripped from a weal on his forehead, but the boy could see no fingermarks on his throat. He leaned on the towel rack for support. He had been wrong. Wakefulness could be as dangerous as sleep.

The shower pounded on the boy’s back. It took half an hour until he felt connected to the world again.

Tell me what you fear, mocked a tinny voice inside his head. He knew what he feared.
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The next morning, Route 44 took the Aspen straight across Missouri through a translucent tunnel of fog and drizzle. At noon, the boy turned off and found a roadside hamburger stand. He took a walk to stretch his legs and noticed a copy of that day’s St. Louis Post on a picnic table. The headline read:

GRUESOME DEATHS IN MILWAUKEE

FACTORY CONTINUE

MURDER SUSPECTED

BUSINESS SEALED OFF PENDING

POLICE INVESTIGATION OF

BIZARRE EVENTS

The boy could not eat.

He trudged to the car, where the girl was feeding his mother a barbeque beef.

“What’s wrong?” The girl looked at him anxiously.

“Nothing.” He hid the newspaper under the seat.

Back on the road, the girl dozed again. She had slept through most of the trip. For her, there was refuge in sleep.

The whole escape suddenly seemed futile. The boy had no idea what they would do when they got to L.A.

Ahead, the words “THE RAPIST” jumped out at him. The boy blinked and looked at the billboard again:

WELCOME THERAPIST ASSN. OF AMERICA

He had misread the unevenly spaced letters. Anyone could have made the same mistake. For a moment, the driver’s seat seemed to move like warm flesh, pressing against him. It tipped him into funneling blackness.

The boy found himself sitting rigidly, back on the familiar Naugahyde couch in Dr. Laffay’s office. Laffay sat across the desk wearing a blazer with the school crest.

A bell rang. The sounds of voices and slamming lockers drifted in the open door. The boy could read the lettering on the frosted glass: “SCHOOL THERAPIST.” His parents had sent him here after he ran away to New York City.

“Tell me what you fear,” said Laffay gravely. “What’s your worst fear?”

A blaring car horn made the boy jump. Somebody shook him.

“Look out!”

It was the girl. The boy saw he was driving down the middle of two lanes. He swerved over sharply, almost clipping a motorcycle. “

“Must have fallen asleep at the wheel. It’s all right.”

She looked skeptical. “Sure?”

“Really,” he lied. “It’s OK.”

It was not over, he knew that now. He had resisted, but that terrible thing in his mind would not let go.

Mind-trap. It knew all about mind-trap. Wanted to lure him back and finish him off.

The boy heard a rustle from behind and glanced over his shoulder. His mother was reading the front page of his St. Louis Post. Her eyes were lucid and glistening with tears.

“We have to go back, Lewis,” she said softly.


PART ONE

Milwaukee

December 24, 1928


Chapter One

“Eins, zwei, drei, vier—lift that stein and drink your beer!”

Peter Nagy could hear the din outside. The warm glow of the Christmas tree candles bled under the door of his pitch-black, windowless office. But he would not join the party.

Mutti was dead. Buried yesterday.

Alone in the darkness, Nagy bowed his massive shaved head until his brow touched the desktop. His head throbbed: a vicious pounding between the eyes. Jamming his fingers in his ears, Nagy tried to block out the merrymakers. Tonight of all nights he needed solace, that special nocturnal solitude only the empty seed-processing plant could provide. But it was no use; the lieder music and oompahpah band would give him no peace.

With the help of a large black cane, Nagy rose and limped to the metal seed chute that passed through his office. He put his ear to it. During the day, he could hear everything happening in the warehouse, eavesdrop on what they were saying about him.

Nagy turned on the lamp and peered at the grandfather clock. It was time for his nightly rounds of the warehouse, to make sure young Stanley Walzech had closed up properly and to stimulate the circulation in his lame foot. He took his overcoat and wool scarf from the clothes rack and put them on. Stanley was the only employee he could trust. Stanley looked up to him, made Nagy feel like the father he never was. And now with Mutti dead, the boy was his only friend.

Nagy felt the floor begin to pound and vibrate. The employees were dancing now. One of them—probably Schneitzer, the warehouse manager—began singing a biergarten song:

“He who spurns wine, women and song/Will stay a fool his whole life long….”

Peter Nagy was not stupid. He knew Schneitzer was deliberately mocking him.

They all hate me. He felt a black abyss open up inside him. Me, who hired them off the boat, saved them from sleeping in the gutter. Ungrateful bastards!

Nagy pushed the door open. Blinded by the blaze of Christmas lights, he collided with Schneitzer, a man as enormous as the Graf Zeppelin. Schneitzer was carrying two seidels of sour-smelling Prohibition-style beer in each fist. His blond hair was slicked down with pomade.

“Acchh, Herr Nagy.” Schneitzer recovered his balance and made a small bow. “Please excuse me. I am a dummkopf.”

“Get out of my way.”

Nagy turned away to face the sea of employees he would have to cross to reach the warehouse door. Schneitzer always appeared charming and obsequious in Nagy’s presence, but behind his back was a conniver. The kind of person who constantly searched for petty ways to cheat the house out of nickels and dimes.

“Herr Nagy?”

Nagy looked back.

“Allow me to offer my condolence for your poor mother.”

The fawning look on Schneitzer’s face made Nagy furious. He pushed into the mass of plump, rosy-cheeked Teutonic faces. Pig-snout faces. They were all
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