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            INTERVIEW WITH THE VAMPIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Annabel Rice was tapping her pen on her pad, thinking about football players.

      She’d been considering football players, in fact, since the moment the vampire had shown up for his appointment. Then, as the vampire reclined on the couch like a psychiatric cliche and said nothing at all, Annabel’s attention had moved from football players to football in general, then to the evening’s agenda, then to her horrible husband, who’d set the agenda to punish her and who she couldn’t quite divorce despite many attempts to do so. Every time she raised the issue, he distracted her by cleaning a bathroom. It was a tactic that shouldn’t have worked, but Annabel hated cleaning — especially bathrooms — and thus found reasons to let the issue slide … for now, at least. She was also not a fan of paperwork or research or phone calls, all three of which seemed necessary for divorce. So thus far she’d let the marriage drag on like something undead, doing her very best to avoid him just as she’d tried to avoid tonight’s football game. She’d told him he’d have more fun with his friends, without her along to girl it up. But because he hated her, he’d told her she really should go. When she’d refused, he’d cleaned a bathroom. Her house, owing to her professional success and prudent investments, was large and had many bathrooms. Damn the house and the way it sided with her husband’s manipulations.

      “How should I begin?” the vampire asked her.

      Annabel stopped tapping her pen. The appointment was open-ended. The vampire — a first-time patient — was her last of the day. He’d told her on the phone that he had plenty of money to spend, if she had more than the usual hour to give. Once her football evening was booked, she’d been able to sincerely reply that she didn’t care how long he stayed. It might mean she’d have a great excuse not to go home on time. Oh how tragic that would be.

      “However you’d like.”

      “But where? When? The story is so long.”

      “Why don’t you begin with why you believe you’re a⁠—?”

      The vampire cut her off, raising a hand. The hand ended in black-painted fingernails. The vampire himself was dressed all in black and had a shock of long black hair that wouldn’t stay out of his eyes. When he’d arrived, he’d had a sword on his belt. She’d made him leave it behind the reception desk. Doing otherwise felt like something her insurance company might have a problem with. If she had to guess, he was perhaps eighteen or nineteen years old and looked precisely like the reason she and her horrible husband had never had kids. It was perhaps a professionally irresponsible opinion (particularly for a shrink), but Annabel often thought privately that kids were such douchebags these days. Upon meeting him, she’d confirmed that his extended appointment was still okay only because he’d given her a black AmEx card to pay for it. Probably his father’s.

      “Stop,” he said. “We can’t begin that way.”

      “What way?”

      “With you believing I’m delusional.”

      “That’s interesting,” Annabel said. “Tell me more.”

      “Are you shrinking me?”

      “Do you feel that I’m ‘shrinking’ you?”

      “Seriously,” the vampire said.

      Annabel crossed her legs. “Tell me about your mother.”

      The vampire sat up. He was scrawny, short, all legs and arms. The kind of kid that others beat up, if that was still in fashion.

      “Perhaps I should turn on the light,” he said, in a way that seemed meaningful but that meant nothing to Annabel.

      “Whatever you’d like.”

      The light instantly snapped on. There was no delay. The vampire was no longer sitting on the couch in front of her. Instead, he was all the way across the room in less than a blink, holding the light switch between thumb and forefinger.

      “Do you see?” he asked.

      “Better than when the lights were dim,” Annabel said, shrugging. “On or off, I’m happy. Whatever you prefer.”

      This answer seemed to surprise the vampire. His voice became almost disappointed.

      “Aren’t you wondering how I got to the light switch so fast?”

      “You’re very good at light switches,” Annabel confirmed, since he seemed to be digging for a complement.

      “I’m not asking for validation here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She made a note on her pad: Delusions of the supernatural.

      The vampire answered his own question, since she hadn’t: “I moved too quickly for you to see.”

      “Did you?”

      “You seriously didn’t notice?”

      “I was focused on your words.”

      Now he seemed flummoxed. “Maybe I should do it again.”

      She made another note on the pad: Insecure.

      “Look over here for a second,” he said.

      Annabel, whose mind was drifting back to her horrible husband, said, “Mmm-hmm” without looking up.

      “I really am a vampire,” he said.

      “Tell me about that.”

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “It’s not a matter of belief. It’s my job not to judge what my patients tell me, Mr. Toussant.”

      He seemed unsure what to say, so he said, “Call me Maurice.”

      Annabel, similarly unsure, said, “What kind of a name is ‘Maurice’ for a vampire?”

      “What kind of a name is ‘Anne’ for a person who talks to vampires?” he snapped.

      “It’s actually Annabel.”

      He wordlessly returned to the couch, but something had changed on his face. He seemed less teen-like, older than his years. Despite his ridiculous garb, he struck her as a person wearing a costume. Not really a tortured, world-hating kid after all.

      He reached out. Took her hand. For some reason she did not object. The pen hit the floor.

      She found herself staring into his eyes. They seemed bottomless.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked her.

      “That’s …” She blinked, suddenly dizzy. “That’s … not really relevant.”

      “I think you’re feeling good. Relaxed. I think your preconceptions, given this feeling, are drifting away. And I think you’re suddenly open to ideas you haven’t been open to before.”

      “I feel open,” Annabel’s mouth said without permission, “to ideas I haven’t been open to before.”

      “You will remain yourself, and you will retain your professional ability as a psychiatrist,” the vampire — who, for some reason, she now believed might actually be a vampire — told her. “But now that we’ve had this little chat, you will find yourself fully believing what I tell you. Your only skepticism will be as to my motivations and emotional defenses. You will, in other words, act exactly like the good doctor you are … were she to find herself with an honest-to-God vampire for a patient.”

      Something clicked. The dizziness she’d been close to feeling vanished. Annabel found herself entirely coherent and cogent — but also very interested in this honest-to-God vampire who’d come to her for therapy. Why aren’t there more vampire patients out there? she wondered. Why do people not believe vampires exist? It was so obvious that they must, now that she thought about it.

      The vampire — Maurice — let go of her hand.

      “Now,” he said, his voice different, “where should I begin?”

      Annabel wanted to blink, but her mind was sharp now. She said, “Start with what brought you to me.”

      The vampire on her couch turned his gaze to the ceiling. He considered, then began.

      “I’ve only ever turned three humans into vampires …” he said.
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            EVERYTHING

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve only ever turned three humans into vampires. Three. That’s far below normal — one of the ways I’ve never seen eye to eye with my kind. Some vampires, before Council took over and made us what we are today, would turn three or four on a single night. There are eight billion humans on the planet and only 70,000 of us. So the way they saw it, Why shouldn’t they turn as many as they could? Vampirekind has a lot of catching up to do.

      And the Council calls my creations “wanton.”

      My first was Celeste. She was on the brink of death when I found her, and that meant I had two choices: turn her and save her, or let her die. I had to decide right then, right there. When you turn someone, you create a bond that lasts forever. Even across great distance — even if maker and made want nothing to do with each other — the bond lasts in what we call “blood ties.” It is (or should be) a great responsibility that I’ve never taken lightly. But with Celeste, there was no time to think. It would be a funeral or a shotgun wedding, tying us together for the rest of time.

      So I turned her. Luckily, the shotgun wedding worked out. We had a real wedding a few years later, and will be celebrating our 1000th anniversary soon. I’m not sure what gift to get her. The etiquette lists top out at platinum, for a piddly 70 years. It’s kind of bullshit.

      The third vampire I made was Reginald, who I also turned to save from dying. He’s what got me thinking. He’s what made me wonder if, perhaps, there’s a pattern to those I turn.

      Reginald is only about a week old, in vampire terms. He’s atypical to say the least, and that puts him at risk. Not just from the Council, and not just because the Vampire Nation’s problem child Maurice just added a wanton creation charge to his laundry list of crimes. The problem is bigger — no pun intended — than that. See, you don’t change after you become a vampire. You’re stuck, forever, with the body you had on your undead birthday. And Reginald’s body? Well … it’s not really up to vampire standards as they exist today. Modern vampires are strong, fast, and beautiful, just like Hitler would have wanted. Reginald is none of those things. Brilliant, yes. But does the Council see what’s more than skin deep?

      Not bloody likely.

      If I had any delusions that the Council would look the other way on Reginald, they vanished when I got my summons. I even invented a little game to occupy my mind while they were dressing me down over what I’d done. For every time Logan or one of his people said “fat vampire,” I’d take a drink as soon as I got home. Vampires can drink but don’t usually bother — we metabolize liquor so fast, it barely affects us. But still I ended up shitfaced the next night, worrying into my wine.

      When I turned Reginald, I knew I was doing wrong by the letter of the law. I knew I’d get slapped; I even knew he’d probably end up on trial for his life and fail. But still I told myself, “It’s the only humane choice.” I’d gotten him into the situation that almost killed him. He was at the bowling alley because of me; he’d come out back because I told him to; he met Moira because she and the others had come to serve me with their idiotic summons. If I’d turned Reginald down when he’d pitched our little “bro date,” he’d have lived a normal life. So how could I, in good conscience, let him die?

      But now I’m starting to wonder if that’s really why I did it. Maybe it’s all one big rationalization.

      The more I think about it, Celeste and Reginald have a lot in common. Celeste, Reginald … and me. We’re all misfits. Then and now, we were all chewed up and spit out by our peers. None of us ever fit in when we’d been human, and none of us fit in as vampires. I’ve never had much use for my kind, and few of them like me. I’ve always preferred to live away from it all: the decadence, the arrogance, the cold-blooded killing.

      So did I turn Reginald to save him, or because he reminds me of myself? Did I turn him for his own good, or mine? Was my goal to save a life, or gain a companion? Was I selfless? Or was I selfish?

      In the midst of it, my mind returned to Daisy — the second vampire I turned. Daisy, who I hadn’t thought of for what felt like a very long time.

      My feelings about Celeste are obscured by our life together, and my time with Reginald is still too new to assess for truth. But Daisy? She feels like the tiebreaker. If I can find a clear purpose in my time with Daisy, I might just find my answers.

      And so I asked myself: What about Daisy?

      Why did I turn her?

      What did she mean to me, other than everything?
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      It was May of 1929 in Chicago and Mort, coming around the corner in the little apartment we all shared, grunted at me: “Your aunt is in the can.”

      Then he rammed me in the shoulder hard enough to knock me against the plaster. This happened often enough, at this particular bend in the hallway, that the wall behind had been beaten down to the lathe. It wasn’t just me that Mort knocked into the wall when passing. Elsie and Evelyn, the twins, got some of it, too. But for me it was the worst. I was supposed to be the foreign cousin, and that meant I needed to constantly be reminded of my place. I still had a pretty thick accent. They all had accents, too, but theirs had just a bit of either Irish or Brogue. I hadn’t cared enough to figure it out. I liked the Flynns better than the vampires I’d known, but not by much. They were shelter, and they were camouflage. Not much more.

      I didn’t bother to correct Mort. I’d told him a hundred times that Celeste wasn’t my aunt, just as I’d told the rest of the family. But something in their brains had broken when Celeste tried to add her glamour to mine, and after that none of them had been quite right. Unlike me, Celeste is shit at glamouring. I’ve told her not to do it, but she always thinks I’m just affectionately joshing her. I’m not. She’s going to kill someone.

      And anyway, it was fine. My original glamour on the Flynn family still held, for the most part. I told them all when we came to Chicago that we were their French cousins. I convinced them that they’d come overseas to visit us last year. I also told them that Celeste and I were man and wife … but at that point Celeste had interrupted my glamour and tried to explain our apparent age difference, which I’d planned to make their brains ignore. Her diversion served only to draw attention to it, and afterward they could never quite shake the perception no matter how much I tried to wash it away. They seemed to decide that I was 15 — not 19, which was actually as far as I got as a human and the age I see in the mirror — and that Celeste was in her 30s, which had been true when I’d turned her. And with that, they’d decided I was having sex with my aunt. My compromise was to glamour them into believing that in France, that kind of thing was normal.

      The bathroom door opened. Celeste watched as I brushed plaster dust off my back.

      “Mort run you into the wall?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe you should shove him back.”

      Not a good idea. My lightest shove would probably knock Mort into the next building. It was easier to lay low and be a victim. My revenge, if he pushed me too far, would be to glamour him into erectile dysfunction.

      I kissed Celeste. Then I grabbed her ass.

      “Incest,” she warned me.

      “Only as far as they think.”

      She whispered in my ear. Her own accent was thicker back then. In the near-century since, she’s lost most of it and gained a midwest lilt. It’s unfortunate. France is sexier than Ohio, sorry.

      “Eww!” said a small voice down the hall. It was one of the twins, hair short and ready for bed in pajamas that were too elaborate. She’d gotten into her mother’s face powder and looked like a ghost. Her head turned and she called to her sister: “Elsie! They’re doing it again!”

      Celeste rolled her eyes. “Mon dieu.”

      “Ooh. Say more.”

      She shoved me away, moving toward our room. We had the master, with three layers of blackout shades nailed over the sun-washed windows. The tenement apartment only had two bedrooms, and I’d be damned if my wife and I were going to stay with the kids. So I’d glamoured Henry and Irene into having the splendid idea to sleep on their children’s floor while the guests took their bed. I wanted a place to lay low and blend in, but there’s no way I was going to do it without privacy.

      I watched Celeste depart, then stared Evelyn down. She and her sister thought I was 15, too. The whole family did, despite my contradictions. I’d decided not to rock the boat. We’d glamoured them so many times in the first weeks — and Celeste’s hatchet job had weakened them like rotted lumber — that I was afraid to do much more. Besides, I’ve never liked glamouring. It’s so … vampire. It’s intrusive, and you emerge feeling like a monster. The Flynns had already been kind of stupid when we’d shown up and taken over, but I had no desire to turn their minds to mush. We wouldn’t be here forever, so I was content to roll with it.

      Evelyn stuck out her tongue. Then she put her thumbs in her ears, fingers up. I stuck out my tongue to retaliate. My fangs had descended in arousal when Celeste had whispered in my ear, though, and I didn’t realize until my tongue struck them. Evelyn’s eyes widened and she ran.

      Oh well. Nobody believes a 9-year-old.

      I washed up, then dressed in slacks and a simple button-up shirt. Irene, who’d appointed herself my surrogate mother, kept trying to get me to wear knickers. I insisted on more dignity. I was like 60 times older than her.

      I moved into the small kitchen with the peeling wallpaper and sat next to Henry at the table. He was wearing his charcoal suit and reading the sports section, his hat on top of the rest of the evening paper beside him. Irene was at the sink, washing dinner dishes. She had wavy curls in her short brown hair and was wearing a yellow crepe frock that looked a bit more expensive than it actually was. I always admired that about Irene: She could stretch a dollar like nobody’s business, without it looking stretched. Most of the children’s clothes were her own creations, as was the dress. We contributed to their bank account on the sly, but Celeste would never let me give them much. In France, we’d been wealthy. Here, with so much of our old lives left behind, we were only well-off. The Flynns were dirt poor, but we couldn’t raise their standard much without drawing attention, and attention was the last thing I wanted. Drawing eyes — especially local vampire eyes — would be bad for us, for the Flynns … for everyone.

      Without looking up from his paper, Henry asked me if that was any kind of outfit for work. His voice was a dial tone, if we’d had such things. I’d have called Henry the calmest person I’d ever met if a better adjective (sorry, Henry) wasn’t “boring.” He had little round glasses, a balding head, and was interested in precisely nothing. I don’t think he had hobbies, and he dressed too well for his immigrant’s job at the shipping company — for which he dressed exactly as he was now, for an evening meeting with his buddies. But since Henry didn’t heft boxes, his pride told him to wear a suit to work with customers. It raised eyebrows, but it did earn him respect.

      Eventually Henry looked up at me. On the surface, it should have seemed strange that the boy who lived with them had a nighttime job in the storeroom of the local grocery, but that was just one more thing my glamour had convinced him not to think too much about.

      “I’m not going to work on the loading dock tonight,” I told him. “It tires me out too much for the next day, so I made a change.”

      That got me a look, and a raised eyebrow. My mention of “the next day” had him thinking that was the important part of my sentence, when in fact they might have noticed I never, ever cared what happened during daylight. I slept in, like a good teenager.

      “We’ve talked about school, son.”

      Yes, we had. Or rather, Henry had, while I listened. I never asked, but something in Henry’s psyche seemed stuck on the idea that all young men under his roof should be able to go to school, and that it was his duty to explain regretfully why they couldn’t afford to — why working was necessary to pay the rent instead. There were too many contraindications to list (I’d lived more life than he knew; my human age was beyond school years anyway; I hadn’t gone to school as a kid and wasn’t about to start now; I’d incinerate in the sun on the walk there), so it had been easier to listen. Henry seemed to think I cared. I did not.

      “I don’t mean school, Cousin Henry,” I told him. “I’m still working at the store. But Mr. Reys gave me a promotion.”

      Well … Okay, I’d glamoured Reys into giving me that promotion. And it wasn’t precisely a store that Timothy ran, but who was counting?

      Henry set down his paper. He looked me full in the face.

      “You don’t say,” he told me.

      “Yes, sir.”

      I got another long glance. Then he ruffled my hair. “Well, good for you.” He looked me over. “Office?”

      “Register.”

      Because obviously, people bought groceries in the middle of the night. Go, glamour.

      “Dressed pretty well for the register, don’t you think?”

      “I learned from you,” I told Henry. “‘Dress for the job you want, not the one you have.’”

      He gave me a tiny smile.

      “Honey,” Irene said, “I think your friends will be waiting on you.”

      Henry looked at his watch, then gulped his dinner coffee and stood, planting his hat on his head. “Holy smokes! I guess you’re right. I won’t be late, Buttercup.”

      He gave her a kiss, gave me a glance that seemed almost proud, and was gone.

      “You too, young man,” Irene said.

      I stood. Irene seemed to size me up, as if about to say I was too skinny. At every meal, she badgered me to eat, but I always had an excuse. I took my meals on the street, in the shadows.

      But this time she said nothing. She kissed my forehead and let me go.

      I found Celeste, kissed her goodbye, and was out the door and a dozen feet down the hallway when the door behind me banged open. I turned to see Mort running after me, still in the knickers I refused to wear.

      “Maurice!”

      I stopped.

      “Good thing I caught you,” he said. “You forgot something.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      He punched me in the stomach. I pretended it hurt and dropped the lunch pail I’d been carrying.

      “Fucking frog,” he said.
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      For the 15-year-old boy the Flynns thought I was, a job in a store would have been impressive — especially for an immigrant kid, not working hard labor, able to dress to impress his substitute father.

      For the 19-year-old I actually looked like, working behind a store counter still would have been a damn fine job. I might have earned twelve bucks a week or so — and even my part of that, after tithing out the family whose roof I shared, would have meant living high.

      But for a vampire who’d passed his 1900th birthday, I’ll admit I needed a bit more excitement than a day’s wages, if I had to live in the slums and bide my time. Celeste and I had left France to get away from the decadent and dramatic vampire life, but mostly we’d just wanted to get away. In New York, where we’d spent three years between France and Chicago, we’d run into few vampires — mostly because I’d tried very hard not to. In Chicago so far, we’d run into none. Chicago, in 1929, was home to a different kind of monster: the kind that lived in sunlight and took their blood with tommy guns. Before the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, I’d been told people in the windy city saw Al Capone as a modern-day Robin Hood. That had changed, obviously. But, what … was I supposed to be afraid?

      So: What interested me, to help pass my time?

      Business.

      And excitement.

      The store I worked at? It wasn’t actually a store. There were groceries on the shelves out front where the building faced the street, and plenty of people came in during the day to shop there. But I didn’t work days; I’d never worked at the store itself. No. I worked in the speakeasy — called The Bomber — that Timothy ran out of the back.

      By the time I arrived each evening, the glass doors out front had been locked. I had to go around the back, to the narrow alley where there was a loading dock only used by the partitioned-off speakeasy, never by the market. We took grocery deliveries through the front door, hooch through the rear. The small man-door beside the loading dock had a slit through which our bouncer, Mason, would ask new arrivals for the week’s password — just like in the movies.

      I liked to mess with Mason.

      Mason was at least 6’4” and had cut the slit himself, to suit his own eye level. As a result, he ended up looking at the foreheads of people of average height. Being short, if I stood flat against the door he couldn’t see me at all.

      I knocked. Stood. The little peephole slid open above me, then slid closed again.

      So I knocked again and got the same result.

      The third time I knocked, Mason demanded, “Who the fuck is there?” Only then did I say, “It’s Maurice.” I always acted like it was a perfectly sensible mistake, not like I’d been hiding just to twist his mind. I did it a few times every week and he never knew I was taking the piss out of him. Mason wasn’t very smart, either.

      The door opened. He looked down at me and said, “Oh, hey. Sorry, Maurice.”

      I told him it was no problem, then moved behind the bar with a hidden grin. I put on my bartender’s apron and began moving the bottles and glasses to where I liked them. There was a second bartender, Mick, who sometimes took over for me midshift, sometimes on my nights off. Mick had a terrible system. It’s almost like he didn’t take pride in our work.

      The Bomber had an impressive liquor selection, I thought, for a little place that mostly served the local cops who were supposed to arrest Timothy and shut the place down. The cops took bribes and got their drinks for free, so on paper the operation should have been struggling. It wasn’t, though. I hadn’t seen the books, but the paying customers — of which there were many — must have made up for it. We’d gotten lucky in terms of location. The speakeasy was right on the border between my working class neighborhood and one that was decidedly middle class, edging on upper. We got working stiffs, but we also got ladies in furs and men wearing spats. My interest in business was taking notes: The fact that Timothy spent extra to get so much variety in his booze was the reason we got such a diverse clientele. Some places didn’t serve much more than glorified moonshine. We were the opposite of that.

      I looked across my domain. All those sparkling bottles with their foreign labels, all those shining silver siphons. The clean glasses, the smell of fermentation spiked with the crisp kiss of distilled spirits. I’d enjoyed alcohol when I was human all those years ago — enough to fall down drunk a time or two, for sure — and still enjoy it today. It seldom affects me, but I like the taste. Especially wine, especially when the mood is right.

      As I prepared and our little ragtime ensemble set up in the corner, I caught Timothy’s eye. He gave me a nod. He hadn’t wanted me for this job. In his human eyes I’m just a kid — and a skinny kid, at that. Barmen are supposed to be big and broad, at least old enough to entertain and offer stories to counter the ones told by drinkers. When I first showed up, he laughed me away. The speakeasy was well-known in our area, and when he made it known that he needed a new tender, he got plenty of applicants eager to be part of the scene and drink for free. But when I got my shot — in a kind of try-out Timothy designed — I proved myself to be faster and more efficient than all of them. That streak continued during trials night, during which one finalist per hour worked the bar. That’s where I killed it. I’ve never flat-out glamoured our customers, but there’s a spectrum to everything … and during my hour, everyone left happier, tipped better, and lost more of their worries to drink.

      Besides, I pushed things the rest of the way in my favor by demonstrating my strength. I can carry the big barrels out of trucks and into the bay all by myself. It feels like showing off, but I at least limit it to one barrel at a time. If I didn’t mind their questions and fear, I’ll bet I could take three at once. And juggle them.

      “Maurice,” Timothy said, after peeking into the back. “You all set up?”

      I nodded. The bar was ready for the rush.

      “Then come out to the bay, will you?” he said. “Truck’s here.”

      Ah. My special talents were needed.

      “Sure thing,” I told him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            HOOCH

          

        

      

    

    
      The deliveries were made by two dirty grunts and a big guy who always wore a suit and a fedora. A big fat guy who looked like he might have a lot of muscle hiding beneath. They called him Little Sammy, probably for irony. As far as nicknames went, Sammy was lucky. I heard through the grapevine that a guy he worked with was called Paulie Nutsack.

      I came to the edge of the dock and waited for the truck to jockey into position. It was a big, ugly thing covered in canvas, and something wrong with its engine caused it to belch blue smoke and roar like an animal. The cops should have wondered at the truck, but they knew enough to leave it alone. Same for the locals who lived in the building opposite. When Sammy’s truck arrived, you looked away. Everyone knew who ran this town.

      The truck parked sideways, blocking the alley. As its engine cut, I heard another. I looked up to see a black Ford pull in behind it.

      “Dammit,” I muttered. The truck was easy. When the car came with it, there was always a hassle.

      Beside me, the Bomber’s barback-slash-waitress looked up. Her name was Daisy. She was my best human friend at the time, despite barely being friendly at all. She wasn’t rude. She was weird, though. I never got her exact age, but she seemed about eighteen or nineteen — the age I’d be, if I were human. But there was never anything between us — not from my side for sure, and not from her side in a way that was, for some reason, obvious. It just never seemed an option, and nobody would have thought it. It was as if she’d been born my sister, somehow, two millennia late.

      I hadn’t seen her. Daisy was quiet. She tended to vanish into backgrounds like shabby paneling.

      “Sorry, Daisy,” I said.

      But Daisy didn’t mind profanity. She repeated, like a child: “Dammit.”

      Daisy had longer hair than Irene, longer than most of the current-day fashions. It actually ran past her shoulders, and she never put it up. In speakeasy circles, it made people stare. At the time, women’s hair was based on fifty variations of the exact same thing. You could cut it in a pageboy bob, an orchid bob, an Egyptian bob, a Charleston bob, a Dutchboy bob, a Coconut bob, an Eton bob, a water bob, and, amusingly, the ever-chic vampire bob. Daisy was having none of it. She had brown hair with the undulating waves of a waterfall — a style that would have been beautiful in many eras, but was long for the time. She always let it hang. It wasn’t a statement. It wasn’t defiance. It was just … Daisy.

      Daisy was a terrible waitress. It wasn’t her fault. She wasn’t caustic or clumsy or forgetful or inefficient. She was just so odd that she unsettled our clientele. It was hard to say why, but still I understood right away. There was something slightly off about the way she looked at people (a second too long), the mannerisms she used (technically fine, but conveying tension or unease that her mouth never spoke of), and the tone of her voice. She should have been perfect bait for the male half of our crowd, because in any decade Daisy would have been stunning. But she wasn’t perfect in practice. She made a quarter of the tips as any other server and got twice the complaints — except that when Timothy asked what she’d done wrong, the complainer usually couldn’t articulate. She’s just wacky, I guess, was the most common response. Timothy kept her anyway. I loved him for it.

      “You good, Daisy?” I asked.

      “It’s cold out.”

      She didn’t say more. She didn’t actually answer my question.

      We watched the grunts raise the truck’s rear. Inside were boxes of bottles and three wooden barrels of beer. The crowds weren’t in yet. The noises of the workers and the rattle of the bottles in the truck were the only sounds, beyond the putter of engines in the street beyond. I looked down at something in the corner of my eye and saw that Daisy had drawn a tattoo on her arm with a pen: Oswald the Rabbit.

      “Oswald,” I said.

      “Oh.” Looking down. “Yes. Of course.”

      “You draw that?”

      “I wonder if these men have families,” she said.

      I assumed she was talking about the gangster and his henchmen. Little Sammy was at the truck’s open cab, writing something on a slip of paper, and Daisy was staring at him unabashed.

      “Sure. Why wouldn’t they?”

      “I don’t know. I just wonder sometimes.”

      “What about your family?” I asked. “You hear anything?”

      Because just a few weeks ago, Daisy’s father had disappeared. Everyone knew it was because he’d racked up way too many gambling debts and someone had called in the loan. Her mother was in denial. It left her even more aimless than she’d been even before.

      She looked away. I probably shouldn’t have asked, but Daisy always seemed so fragile and I felt a strange need to protect her, or at least show concern. She really didn’t belong at the speakeasy, with a speakeasy’s crowd. But her family needed money, particularly now, and when Timothy had asked if she’d like to graduate from the store to the bar, she’d leapt at the chance. Well. As far as quiet Daisy leapt at anything, I mean.

      Two men had emerged from the black car behind the truck. One was dressed in an immaculate, expensive-looking wool suit with pleats in the trousers. He wore a fedora cockeyed on his head — the same look as Sammy, though Sammy wore it worse. The other, smaller man from the Ford looked like a pageboy. He carried a notepad as if waiting on instructions from the first. The tall one was named Santori. The boss.

      Santori stood at his car, waiting to be noticed. The rule was, Santori didn’t move. Others moved to him.

      He caught Timothy’s eye, then raised two casual fingers to beckon him over.

      “Puffed Wheat,” said Daisy.

      I looked over. She nodded toward the pair, indicating the short man next to Santori. The lackey holding the notepad, looking like a pageboy.

      “They call him ‘Puffed Wheat,’” she explained.

      Poor bastard. We didn’t see Santori often, but I’d seen the kid before. He was probably in his mid twenties and came off as a sad sack. The mob seemed to use him as a utility player: most often Santori’s bitch, but also available to be the bitch of any wiseguy who needed a hand. But the poor bastard had a hairlip and a cleft palate, and couldn’t say S sounds cleanly.

      He was thertainly and thubstathally thupportive of the mob’s thpirits dithtribution business … but that didn’t stop them from buthting his ballth and thitting all over him every chance they got.

      What the hell; every group of alphas needs a punching bag.

      “Puffed Wheat” was a perfect name for him, I decided. I wanted to go closer and see the face of the man who’d earned such a disrespectful moniker, but everyone knew: You didn’t get near Santori or his people unless summoned. And that bothered me, too, because there was something off about both of them. Something I didn’t like, but couldn’t put my finger on. Other than their involvement in organized crime, of course.

      By now Santori had Timothy pressed up against an alley dumpster, berating him about something (late payment, maybe) when Sammy shouted my name. He said it like I was the world’s biggest asshole, and should know it by now.

      “Yes, sir?” I said.

      “Get on it!” He motioned to the truck, which I guess I was supposed to unload. I’d figured that was Sammy’s men’s job, but apparently I was wrong.

      So I went to the truck. Sammy’s pair of henchmen must have been union. They stepped aside to let me do the work.

      “Maurice,” said one of Sammy’s henchmen, nodding beneath a newsboy cap.

      “Lefty,” I replied.

      “I’m Righty.” He pointed at the other grunt. “He’s Lefty.”

      “How am I supposed to tell you apart?”

      “I’m left-handed,” Righty told me.

      Then he went around to the truck’s side, leaned against it, and lit a cigarette.

      I unloaded the boxes and crates first, working by myself. Daisy stood on the elevated dock in her plain crepe dress as I passed her over and over again, her hands clasped in front, her manner its usual nervous state. She wasn’t actually nervous, I’d decided a few weeks back. Just one more Daisy-brand peculiarity that set our customers on edge.

      When it came time to unload the barrels, I had to climb all the way to the truck — right up next to the cab, where the sounds were strange. I stopped before picking up the first one. There was a smell. Something unusual. Something I hadn’t smelled before in the back of Sammy’s truck, and that a primal part of me wanted very hard to place.

      But of course, that part had placed the smell already.

      Blood.

      I looked around the truck’s interior. We all knew who we were dealing with; that was the excitement that made the job worth my time. Yes, the Organization ran the booze. Yes, these men were in some sort of downline that peaked at Al Capone himself. Day to day, that reality never bothered me. It was only a problem when the income and rent cycles overlapped wrong and Timothy came up late on his payments. Times like now.

      I could hear Santori still threatening Timothy, but my mind was already distracted by the truck’s strong odor.

      And I realized: Someone had died in here. Or had been killed elsewhere, and transported in here, right beneath our casks of beer.

      “You taking a leak in there?” came a voice. Then a big fat face, predictably chomping a cigar.

      “No sir, Mr. Sammy.”

      “Then move it. I’ve got a schedule to keep.”

      Farther out, I saw Santori move into view. He had Timothy’s collar in his
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