


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

 


CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

 





EVERYONE ON THE STREET WAS RUNNING AND SCREAMING.

Then I heard cars slamming into each other, horns blaring, alarms going off. Bikes lay smashed on the sidewalk as flat as tortillas; the pavement glistened with shards of glass from doors and storefronts and windows, between new piles of bricks and rubble. What the hell? An earthquake in Manhattan? A terrorist attack? The UN wasn’t all that far away.

I looked down the block to see if I could figure out what was happening, and then I shook my head to clear it. No way could a troll, a red granite giant, be swinging his fists and other proportionately massive appendages as he—definitely a he—slogged down my narrow street. Parking meters bent so coins went flying; stair railings twisted into wrought iron spaghetti; the floor beneath my feet shook.

There he was, my Fafhrd, the creature I had just drawn. And no one saw him but me. I was not God, not Frankenstein jump-starting his creation with a bolt of lightning.

No, I was crazy.




DAW Books Presents CELIA JEROME’s

Willow Tate Novels:

 

TROLLS IN THE HAMPTONS NIGHT MARES IN THE HAMPTONS

(Available May 2011)




[image: 001]




Copyright © 2010 by Barbara Metzger.

 

All Rights Reserved.

 


 

DAW Book Collectors No. 1527.

 

DAW Books are distributed by Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

 

All characters and events in this book are fictitious.
 Any resemblance to persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

eISBN : 978-1-101-44521-1

 


 

The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal, and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

 

Nearly all the designs and trade names in this book are registered trademarks. All that are still in commercial use are protected by United States and international trademark law.

 

 

 

 

 

First Printing, November 2010



[image: 002]

DAW TRADEMARK REGISTERED  
U.S. PAT. AND TM. OFF. AND FOREIGN COUNTRIES  
—MARCA REGISTRADA  
HECHO EN U.S.A.

 

S.A.

http://us.penguingroup.com




To Don Wollheim, Terry Carr, and Ace Books, for introducing me both to Georgette Heyer and the world of fantasy.




CHAPTER 1
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NEVER UNDERESTIMATE THE POWER OF imagination. Never overestimate it, either. Take me, for instance, Willow Tate. I’m thirty-four and I can almost support my family’s Manhattan apartment and myself by writing and illustrating graphic novels for young adults. I’m good; they sell. I sign them with the non-gender specific Willy Tate, but they are all my work, my inspiration, my ideas. Sometimes I write not so good poems, too. And I’ve made candles, painted murals, built birdhouses, and strung beaded necklaces for friends. But that’s creativity, not Creation.

Think about it. The screenwriter can create an entire new world and make it come to life in a movie, so real you think you are there on the desert or the mountain or some other planet. The artist can paint flowers you can almost smell. A romance writer can tell a love story so touching you weep into your hot chocolate. They all come out of thin air and active minds.

But neither imagination, nor creativity, nor great art can make something actual and alive. Fantasy simply does not translate into reality, no matter how lovely. You cannot move into air castles or subsist on pie in the sky.  Otherwise I’d have conjured up my own perfect hero long ago. He wouldn’t need to be cover-model gorgeous, but he’d definitely be as noble, honorable—and hot—as the heroes of my action-adventure books. Maybe his only superpower would be making my heart beat faster, but that and a good sense of humor would be enough. And a steady job.

Instead of pulling a Romeo out of my hat, I am single, to my mother’s horror, and the only man who gets my pulse thumping these days is Lou the Lout, the super of the brownstone building across from mine in the Murray Hill neighborhood, and that’s adrenaline, not lust I feel. The old man terrifies me. He’s never been aggressive or nasty, but he stares, even when he’s sweeping the sidewalk, shoveling snow, or picking up after the pigs who don’t clean up after their dogs. From my third-floor apartment—no elevator, no doorman, but a great midtown location on the East Side—I can see him looking up, into my window. That’s what he does when he’s not sweeping or shoveling or bagging garbage: he stares up from his place under the entry steps of his building, or from the barred window of the subfloor where I suppose he lives.

Both my parents tell me to close the blinds, which is about the only thing they agree on. It’s easy for them to say, when Mom lives a block from the beach out on Long Island and has a garden in the backyard, and Dad has nothing but another high-rise senior citizen condo in his view.

Why should I block the sunlight and the scenery outside the walls of my apartment? I was raised in these same rooms, which is how I have an affordable rent-controlled unit. Mom got the summerhouse in the divorce. Dad got the Florida condo they bought for retiring.  I got the city apartment. It works for all of us, except for Lou.

I spend most of my hours right here, working, sleeping, reading, or stringing those beads. I will not give up my view of the street, the pedestrians, the pigeons. I need  that open space in the city. Besides, I refuse to let any old lecher steal my freedom. Okay, I won’t walk on his side of East Thirty-Eighth Street, but that doesn’t mean he’s winning his war of intimidation.

The tenants of Lou’s building don’t seem to find him threatening, but to me he’s like the monster under the bridge, waiting for unwary travelers. He’s no cute gnomish old man, either, just a large, lumbering, and middle-aged troll.

. . . A troll.

Now there’s an idea for a new series of books. No one does trolls. Vampires and werewolves are a dime a dozen. Dragons, witches, and psychics are done to death. Ghosts after death. But trolls?

I picked up my pen—red with a fine point—and a lined yellow pad I always keep on the round table by the window that’s my office. (And dining room if company, or my mother, comes.) The ’puter and its drawing tablet are for later, once I know what I want. I took a sip of my green tea and thought, Yeah, a troll. I switched to a thin-line marker and started sketching. He’d be big, rocklike, wide-faced, with red skin. Green was overdone, and Lou was always flushed and angry looking, chapped in winter, sunburned in the summer. Even on a nice spring day like this one, I bet he dripped with sweat and smelled, but I never got close enough to tell.

I forgot all about him as I sketched and made notes for possible story lines. Should a troll wear clothes or not? Was he hero or villain, victim or avenger? He  needed a name. Or was he a she? Girls bought my books, too. They might like a rough-and-ready female character. Or not. Trolls with boobs? Trolls in love? I’d have to run it by my editor after the weekend. For now my character was Fafhrd, after the Fritz Leiber classic fantasy hero, a gentle giant of a warrior, and best friend of the Gray Mouser.

Ah, to be in the same realm as Fritz Leiber. Right now I was flying on the wind of imagination. This was what I lived for, what made it all worthwhile, the bad reviews, the minuscule royalty advance payments, the low print runs and lack of publicity. To hell with all that; this was the fun part: the rush, the brain stimulation, the euphoria of a great, new idea that a few brushstrokes, a couple of lines, could make into something. That’s the creative high, the confidence, the glow, the near postcoital satisfaction. No, this was more like the start of a new relationship, fresh, exciting, full of tingly possibilities. Who knew how it would turn out, but this might be The One.

I stopped to look at my sketches, my pages of plot, conflict, and character. Damn, I’m good.

The tea was gone, along with a dusty chocolate kiss, a stick of sugarless gum that lied about whitening teeth at the same time, and most of the afternoon. Lined yellow pages and pink sticky notes and drawings covered the table; new files and folders appeared on the computer. I could have gone on for hours; I was on such a roll. . . .

Which reminded me I’d missed lunch and my afternoon snack. Maybe I deserved Ben and Jerry’s instead of a banana. And I’d burn some of the calories by walking to the deli around the corner to get it. I’d been sitting so long my neck was stiff and I could feel my rear end spreading. I looked out the window to see if I needed a  sweatshirt, by checking what everyone on the street was wearing, but they were running and screaming. Then I heard the cars slamming into each other, horns blaring, alarms going off. Bikes lay smashed on the sidewalk as flat as tortillas; the pavement glistened with shards of glass from doors and storefronts and windows, between new piles of bricks and rubble. What the hell? An earthquake in Manhattan? A terrorist attack? The UN wasn’t all that far away.

I looked down the block to see if I could figure out what happened, if I should flee the building or hide under the bed.

It was a good thing the mug was empty or tea would have been all over my carpet, I grabbed the table edge so hard. Then again, it was a good thing the table was there or I would have fallen over.

I shook my head to clear it. I’d been working too hard, that was all. And I was light-headed from hunger. No way could a troll, a red granite giant, be swinging his fists and other proportionately massive appendages as he—definitely a he—slogged down my narrow street. Parking meters bent so coins went flying; stair railings twisted into wrought iron spaghetti; the floor beneath my feet shook.

I squeezed my eyes shut, then opened them, figuring the daytime nightmare would disappear. It did not. Holy shit, that was a troll—my troll, Fafhrd—smashing the fire hydrant on the corner as if it were a plastic cup. Water fountained out and up, making rainbows in the sun, and floods in the gutters. The troll stood under the streaming geyser, gazing at the colors, splashing his size thirty feet and catching handfuls of water, acting like a child at the beach, or a kid with a bottle of soap bubbles. And then, and I swear this is true, he looked up at my  window and grinned at me before disappearing around the corner.

My fingers were numb from clutching the table. I had to pry them off to reach for the phone.

“Nine-one-one? This is Willow Tate.” I gave my address, but stuttered over my phone number. They had it on caller ID anyway.

“Just relax, ma’am. Take a deep breath and tell me what the problem is.”

I took a deep breath, which did not calm me in the least. I tried to keep my voice from shaking, or screeching. “There’s been”—a what?—“some kind of catastrophe on my block. An accident. Cars, buildings damaged, windows broken.” On the second stories!

“Are you injured?”

“No, I am on the third floor. I cannot tell if anyone else is hurt. People are all standing around, some are crying. I don’t see anyone on the ground.” Crowds were racing toward the street from other blocks, jumping out of cars and rushing out of buildings.

“Yes, we are getting other calls.”

I could see cell phones in everyone’s hands. I’d guess the lines would be flooded. No, those were the streets.

“A fire hydrant is broken.”

“We are dispatching ambulances and fire trucks. I’ll notify the water authority. Can you tell me what happened?”

“A tr—A tr—”

“Calm down, ma’am. Help is on the way. Was it a truck?”

That sounded plausible. “Red.”

“A red truck. Anything else?”

I could hear sirens already. “Big.”

“Yes, thank you. I have your name and address. I am  certain an officer will want to speak to you later. Please try to recall as much as you can. You might jot down some notes, so you don’t forget any details.”

Details? They were all over my computer, my drawing pad, my table. I couldn’t help myself. I grabbed for a pen as soon as I hung up the phone. Despite my shaking hands, I draped a scarf around Fafhrd’s hips to cover his privates. Then I had to laugh. Okay, the laughter might be hysteria, but I had to smile at my own hubris, thinking for one second that I had anything to do with whatever had just happened. My burst of mental creativity had  not given birth to a physical menace. Could not, should not, would not. So there.

I am good.

I am not that good.




CHAPTER 2
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SOMETIMES I WISHED I DRANK. Or smoked, or had a stash of prescription or proscribed drugs. But my mother pops in whenever she feels like it, to go shopping, visit friends, find fault with my housekeeping. I know, I’m not a kid, and the apartment is in my name now, but she’s still my mother. Too much alcohol gives me headaches, smoking would kill you, and the other stuff scares me. I may as well admit it; a lot of stuff scares me. And that was before a figment of my imagination wreaked mayhem on Manhattan.

I settled for some frozen yogurt with freezer burn. I’d had worse.

I tried not to look out the window, or listen to the sirens and the bullhorn orders and the beeping of tow trucks backing up. I also gathered all my notes into a manila envelope and locked them in the bottom drawer of my desk, along with the computer files on a disk. I don’t think anyone can sue me for having a wild new idea. If they try, I can always say I jotted down my impressions after the fact.

After what fact? That a troll came from nowhere, created chaos, smiled at me, and vanished? Oh, yeah.  Maybe I should call The Times now. Instead I called Arlen, the guy I’m dating. He’s not The One, the Happily Ever After, but he’d be better company than my thoughts, and maybe he’d bring some Häagen-Dazs.

“Arlen, something awful happened.”

“I know. It’s on all the news.”

I should have thought of turning on the TV or the radio. “It was right here, on my block.”

“They showed your building from the helicopter camera.”

So that was why the building kept feeling like it was shaking. “Um, Arlen, if you saw that my building was in the middle of the mess, how come you didn’t call to see if I was all right?” I mean, I would have.

“They said no one was hurt. And you said you’d be working all day, not out in the streets.”

Arlen worked on Wall Street. He was very disciplined about work and had a hard time with my looser idea of scheduling. He could never understand a sudden need for a street pretzel to untangle a plot, or a quick walk to jar a character into shape. I’d never handed a manuscript in late yet, so what did it matter whether I worked from ten to three during the day or ten to three at night?

“Do you think you could come over, maybe bring in takeout? My treat.” Arlen was also very careful about money.

“No can do. Your neighborhood is cordoned off. All of midtown is at a standstill. Maybe later. I’ll call, okay, dear?”

I hate when he calls me dear, as if we are an old married couple. After three months? Maybe he calls all his girlfriends “dear” so he doesn’t have to remember our names. But he’s really nice, and good-looking, and likes movies. Of course, I would have found a way to get to  him if he’d been traumatized. I would have found a sushi place, too, even if I like Chinese better. But I was desperate. “Later?”

“Sure. I’ll listen to the news to see when the streets are open.”

I looked outside. That wouldn’t be for hours. They had the water turned off, at least, and a lot of the cars dragged away. Barricades and blue uniforms kept most of the crowds at a distance. One cop car was blaring that everyone should stay inside.

As if I wanted to go get trampled by a troll.

My best friends were unavailable. Sherrie was on her second husband; make that honeymoon. Daisy’d be at court all day. Ellen tutored after school. My family was hours away, the ground-floor neighbors spoke little English, the second-story groupies hate me because I complain about their music when I’m trying to write, the gay guys on the fourth-floor level work all day, and Mrs. Abbottini who has the rear apartment on my floor is nearly deaf.

I hated myself for feeling needy enough to say, “Please try,” to Arlen, but I said it anyway. My thoughts were not going to be good enough company to erase that toothy, trollish grin. Independence is all well and good, but not when a fairy-tale ogre comes to life.

Arlen said he supposed he could tell the cops he was coming home after work so they’d let him pass through the barriers if they were still up in a couple of hours. He couldn’t leave the office early anyway.

He wouldn’t, he meant. Not for me and my jangled nerves. Maybe if I were bleeding or the building was evacuated. Maybe.

I went to visit Mrs. Abbottini, in case she was frightened by all the noise and commotion. She couldn’t have  seen what happened on the street; her apartment faces a tiny rear courtyard where the garbage cans are kept. But she would have felt the tremors from the helicopter, or maybe she was watching the news. Either way, she always had cookies and tea. I needed company more.

Mrs. Abbottini apparently remembered how mad she was that my parents gave me the apartment when they split up. She fought the realtor for the right to move to the front, but lost when I proved I had enough income to keep up the rent. Now she’d missed the biggest thing to hit the neighborhood since old man Mirabella brought home his “secretary,” and had a heart attack working overtime. All she’d seen this afternoon was a cat tipping over the trash in a panic, and it was all my fault.

If she only knew.

She didn’t offer so much as a stale Lorna Doone. The TV was loud enough to deafen the downstairs neighbors, but the commentators had no answers, only questions for people who hadn’t seen anything but the aftermath, but wanted to be on the news. One carefully combed reporter said that seven victims had been transported to hospitals for minor injuries and shock, and the police were now interviewing them and every other possible witness. They’d have more information about the appalling hit and run for the six o’clock news.

“They’re calling it a hit and run?”

Mrs. Abbottini didn’t even look at me. “The driver didn’t stop, did he?”

Now I was more confused. “What driver?”

She clacked her false teeth together, a sure sign of disgust. “If they knew who it was, it wouldn’t be a hit and run, would it?”

“I better get back, in case anyone wants to ask me anything.”

Mrs. Abbottini waved me away with a brush of her gnarly, spotted hand and a muttered curse, as if she could turn me into a toad and get my apartment. Yeah, right after the fairies flew by. Which, with my luck, would be tomorrow.

I did invite her to come to my place so she could look out. One of us could be polite in a crisis. Or desperate for companionship.

“I’ll get a better view from right here on the TV. And your mother says your bathroom is dirty.”

There was one hair in the sink the last time she was here. One dark hair. I have streaky blonde hair. I can’t believe Mom told Mrs. Abbottini about Arlen’s hair. Now the old bat thought I was a slob, besides a scarlet woman and an apartment thief.

I went back across the hall and looked out. The street was still filled with rescue vehicles and police and men in suits trying to look important in case a cameraman pointed in their direction. The pizza place down the block was boarded up already, so there went dinner.

The phone rang before I put the television on. Someone was concerned enough about me to call after all.

No, it was my mother. “Did you get to see any celebrities? They’re interviewing everyone famous on the block. Maybe you should go plug your books.”

Not was I okay, not was the building damaged. “Mom, why did you tell Mrs. Abbottini the bathroom was dirty?”

I could hear her sniff. “I should lie to someone I know for thirty years?”

“One hair, Mom, that’s all it was. You know Arlen spends time here.”

She sniffed again. My mother was a pro at the disapproving nose. Just ask her doctor who had to treat all the sinus infections she got.

“I was not upset that a man spent the night, Willy. You are a grown woman, and how you carry on without settling down is none of my business”—sniff—“but how could you entertain a man who expects you to clean up after him? I did not raise my daughter to be any man’s maid.”

“One hair?”

“And the toilet seat was up. What kind of manners does he have, anyway?”

Most likely the same as my father, which might explain why Dad lived in Florida, Mom out in the Hamptons. I gave up. “I’m fine, Mom. Thanks for calling. I’ll talk to you later.”

My mother never, ever gave up. “Imagine what kind of husband he’d be, wanting you to wait on him hand and foot. And you a successful author.”

“Mom, I am not going to marry Arlen.”

“Then why does he keep an extra toothbrush next to your sink?”

“It’s easier.”

“For that matter, if you are not going to marry him, why are you dating him instead of looking for someone else?”

I thought about giving the same reply: It was easier. But my mother took advantage of my hesitation to ask, “Is he coming over to be with you?”

Damn. “Later. The roads are blocked for now.”

Mrs. Abbottini could have heard that sniff.

I called my father, my editor, and two friends, in case they’d heard the news and were worried. No one picked up or called back when I left messages on the answering machines.

I really need a dog.




CHAPTER 3
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I WATCHED THE STREET AWHILE, then the news, but some athlete had tested positive for drugs and another Hollywood couple filed for divorce, so my block wasn’t the hot topic anymore, except they were waiting for results of the investigation. I guess that meant no one had captured the troll. I couldn’t imagine how he wasn’t spotted. I mean, where can a ten-foot-tall, craggy red monster hide? Then again, how do you capture something that big, that strong, that hard-skinned? Bullets would bounce off him, tasers might tickle him, and I doubt if a polite request could encourage a troll to trot off to jail.

Mostly, I suppose, no one wanted to send the city into a panic by mentioning an alien invasion or something.

Which gave me pause. What if there was more than one of the creatures? I looked at the lock on my file drawer. I know I only wrote about one. Maybe they were like dust bunnies that multiplied when you weren’t looking.

No. I did not call on some weird magic to animate an idea. I did not. Hell, I don’t know any magic, not a single spell, no matter if people called my grandmother  a witch. I kept my distance from the old bat, but sorcery had nothing to do with my staying away. And nothing to do with me.

After all, I’d written about a sea serpent, and no waterspout with eyes and fangs rose sixty feet to flood Ellis Island. Okay, so it rained a lot while I wrote the story, but that was all. My book before that, the one that won all the awards, was called The Wild Child. No feral female alien climbed out of the subway, only the usual young Lolitas who dressed like hookers. So I was not responsible for the troll.

To prove it, I cleaned the apartment. I mean, if I could wave a wand and produce a rock giant, surely I could cast a cleaning charm on three rooms.

I couldn’t. So I’d do it myself. With a vengeance, to show my mother I was no man’s servant, to show Mrs. Abbottini I was no slob, to show myself there were no bogeymen in the bathroom. Mostly I’d do it because this is my home: mine, safe, secure, needing no one or no thing but what I could provide.

Except today I missed a small smattering of human comfort and contact to show I mattered to someone else.

Damn.

I tied the tails of my shirt up in a knot, gathered my hair into a scrunchie, hiked up my low-riding shorts, and pulled on yellow rubber gloves. Luckily the intercom buzzer went off before I had to plug in the vacuum. Three short beeps—Arlen’s signal that he was downstairs. He did come, he did care! I beeped back to unlock the lobby door, then hurried to kick the (still dry) mop and bucket back into the closet, throw the (unused) dust rags on top of it. The furniture polish can rolled under the couch, but who looked there? I threw the yellow gloves after it, then the scrunchie. I fluffed my hair into  place as best I could, undid another button on my shirt, pulled the shorts back down to my hips, and opened the door before Arlen could knock.

The problem was, the man staring at my half-bared, bra-less chest was not Arlen. For one thing, Arlen wasn’t as tall. Or as handsome. He never wore tight jeans, and he’d never have filled them so well if he did. Mostly, Arlen was not a black man.

This one had his right hand raised to knock on the door, his left reaching into his back pocket—oh, my God, he was going for a gun or a knife. He was going to kill me. If he didn’t, my father would, for opening the door without looking through the peephole. Mrs. Abbottini would never hear my screams. She might ignore them anyway, figuring she’d finally get the front apartment.

“Miss Willow Tate?” the man asked. He looked angry, now that he wasn’t looking at my boobs.

All I could do was nod, clutching the doorknob—after I buttoned my shirt right up to my chin.

“Do you always buzz open the lobby without asking who’s there? Or open your door to strangers?”

“I, ah, I am expecting . . .”

His brown eyes dropped to my waist, which was exposed by the knotted ends of the shirt and the low rise of my shorts.

I untied the shirt and said, “No, I am expecting a friend. He was on his way over, and I thought . . . That is, he always buzzes three times.”

He frowned and spoke sternly: “I buzzed twice, the same as I do at my grandmother’s house so she knows it’s me. She still waits to hear my voice before she unlocks the door.”

He had a grandmother that he spoke of fondly. How bad could he be? Uh, who could he be?

I must have said that out loud, because he finished reaching behind him—I tried not to cringe—and pulled out a wallet, which he flipped open to show a police badge.

“Officer Donovan Gregory, ma’am. I was off duty when the call came out for every available man to help canvas the neighborhood. That’s why I’m not in uniform. Not that you would have noticed, since you didn’t look through the peephole.”

A policeman! I wish I’d cleaned the apartment yesterday. I wish I’d combed my hair and put on makeup, too, he was so sharp looking in jeans and a loose jacket. “Please, come in. I’m sorry.” I hoped he did not think I was apologizing for being afraid of him because he was African-American. The messy room, the stupidity, the wardrobe malfunctions, and thinking he was Arlen,  that’s what I was sorry for. “It has been a distressing afternoon.”

“For all of us.” He came through the door, glancing around. I’m sure he noticed the dust on the furniture and the cleaning stuff under the sofa, but he did not say anything. He went directly toward what had been my mother’s dining alcove, which was now my office. Officer Gregory bent over to look out the window from the height of my chair. “You had the perfect view.”

I still did. I’m afraid I stared at his butt as rudely as he’d stared at my boobs, until I realized he was looking at some drawings and notes on the table near my computer. I stood beside him, moving the pages away. “But I was working here, so I didn’t notice anything at first.”

He looked at the papers, sketches from an earlier idea. “What is it you work at, ma’am?”

I reached under the table to produce a copy of my latest book, I’ver the Hero. I kept a box there to give  away. Sometimes I had to use them as tips for the UPS guy or the pizza deliverer, when I was out of small bills. “Here, maybe you know a kid who likes superheroes.”

“The department doesn’t like us taking gifts.” But he smiled and said, “A lot of the guys at the precinct think they’re superheroes already, and my grandmother thinks I can walk on water.” He touched the “Willy” on the cover. “That you?”

“Yup. Boys don’t want to read girlie authors, so I use Willy. That’s what my friends call me, anyway, short for Willow.”

He smiled again and tucked the paperback in his jacket pocket. “So you’re a writer?”

“And illustrator.”

“Great, then you must be observant. I sure hope so. We’re having trouble getting a handle on today’s events. So many people, so many bad descriptions.” He took out a small pad from an inside pocket and flipped through a few pages. “You told the emergency operator you saw a truck?”

“I don’t really remember what I said, I was so upset. Is that what it was? I couldn’t be sure. I was busy, as I told you, and only looked up when I heard a commotion. At first all I noticed was the carnage in the street. I did spot something red going around the corner.”

I stepped closer, and pointed to the right position.

“Yes, ma’am. Everyone saw the red. It’s after that we have problems. Most of the witnesses say they saw a trolley.”

“A . . . trolley?” Not a troll? “But . . . ?”

“I know. We don’t have trolleys. But that’s what a lot of them say they saw. An out-of-control, high, red trolley.”

I didn’t have to lie to say, “I didn’t see anything like that.”

“We’re looking at a tour bus as a better possibility. One of those double-deckers with railing. Apple Tours or something, but no one mentioned passengers or a driver, and this street isn’t on any sightseeing route.” He looked back at me and flashed a really cute dimple on his cheek. “You’re not that famous, are you?”

If great smiles counted, he’d be running the police department. I smiled back. “No such luck.”

He flipped a few more pages of his notebook. “The report from the hospitals is that most of the injured suffered shock rather than actual injuries. One driver went into cardiac arrest, and several others needed stitches for cuts from the broken glass. None of them can remember anything, and they were right there on the street. Weird, huh?”

“Weird,” I agreed. No one saw a troll? No one remembered an animated clump of rose marble rampaging thorough the street? Knocking signposts and parking meters down like a drunken adolescent out to get mailboxes with a baseball bat? Playing in the water from the broken hydrant like a city kid in the hot summer? Maybe the other witnesses were like me, too embarrassed to admit what they’d seen, because it couldn’t exist. “Are you sure the others said a trolley? Like on tracks?”

Officer Gregory shrugged. “That’s what they said. Only no one saw any tracks or overhead wires, so no one can explain how it could have gotten here or why it ran wild. And there are no extra skid marks or red paint chips on anything. Yet a lot of people swear they saw a trolley.”

“Could it be mass hysteria?” I was thinking mass amnesia, if there was such a thing.

“You’re not hysterical, are you?”

“No, but for one frantic instant during the crisis, I thought I saw a big red man.”

“An Indian? He’d have to be one hell of a brave to do the damage he did.”

I didn’t correct him. “I know. I guess panic can do that to your brain, make it come up with a plausible explanation. I must have seen the back of the truck, trolley. Whatever. Like you said, a man would have to be over nine feet tall.”

“That’s what doesn’t make sense. You’d think people in the cars would have seen what flattened them. There was a messenger thrown off his bike, a pizza parlor waitress standing by the glass window before it got smashed. Even a dog-walker who ended up hanging off a fire escape, with her dogs. None of them can say what hit them.” He flipped through his pages. “I’ve got one more resident to track down. I’m hoping he can be more helpful.”

I felt like apologizing again. Officer Gregory was so nice—and cute—I really did want to help him. He’d been called in on his time off and all, only to hear bullshit from everyone. But if no one else saw Fafhrd . . . ? My dragging in an impossible, otherworldly suspect could only make his job harder. And weirder. Untethered, unoccupied trolleys were bad enough.

“You might talk to the superintendent of the building across the street,” I offered, trying to give him something constructive. “He’s always hanging around, watching everything. If anyone saw what happened, it would be him.”

“Lou?”

“You know him?” I knew the old man was a criminal!

“Sure, everyone knows Lou. Nice guy. He was the first to call in the accident, and he took a bunch of the victims into his lobby until help came.”

While all I did was call 911 and fret from upstairs. I could tell I’d disappointed the cop again. But Lou, the Good Samaritan? “I find that hard to believe.”

He turned another page. “Yes, I have a note that you’d called in a complaint once. Nothing came of it.”

“He still stares at me.”

“Lady, if you walk around in short shorts, your shirt tied under your ribs and your buttons open so it’s obvious you’re not wearing a bra, every man in the borough is going to stare at you.”

I could feel the heat start under my newly buttoned collar and flood my face with color. “I don’t—That is, I was—” I pointed to the cleaning supplies under the couch, as if that explained anything.

“But I guess,” he continued, “that they’d stare no matter what you wore.” He smiled again. “Great legs, Miss Tate. And the rest ain’t bad either.”

Oh, my.

“Sorry. I forgot I’m back on duty. You wouldn’t report me for sexual harassment, would you?”

For making me feel attractive in my uglies? For admiring my book? For not making me feel like a total idiot? “Not at all. I, uh, thank you, I think. Would you like some iced tea, or coffee?” Or to pose for a portrait, maybe?

“Thanks, but I better get going to find some answers. But I appreciate the offer.” He took a card from his pocket. “Here’s my number if you think of anything else.” He headed for the door, but turned and said, “Promise you’ll be more careful about letting strangers  into the building. I have enough to worry about with reckless drivers. I know this is a nice neighborhood, but you never know what kind of monster walks through the streets.”

“Like trolls.”

His eyebrows lowered. “That’s a polite term for some of the berserkers I’ve seen, but I guess you being a writer it makes sense. Be careful.”

“Thank you for caring. I appreciate it, especially on this horrible day.”

I held the door open, because I couldn’t very well ask him to stay. He was a policeman, a stranger. Maybe he was married. Maybe I was wishing, but he seemed reluctant to leave, too.

He flashed those dimples again. “And keep your shirt buttoned or I’ll be citing you for obstructing traffic and causing civil unrest.”

Damn my pale coloring for the blush I could feel spreading across my cheeks. “I’ll be sure to do that. I was going to change before my, ah, friend came over.”

“He’s a lucky guy.”

The devil made me say, “Just a friend.”

And the devil rewarded me with another burst of sunshine from Officer Donovan Gregory’s smile. “I’ll let you know if I learn any pointers from your book,” he said.

“Be sure you do that. I’ll look forward to a review from a real hero.”

“And they say this is a thankless job.” He left, whistling.

I locked the door after him, then leaned on it, wanting to whistle myself. Then I ran to the window to see if I could spot him in the street. Instead I saw a reminder of the damage and destruction as haulers towed big dumpsters  onto the sidewalks. Somehow I’d forgotten about the horror of the day.

I guess that’s what everyone else was trying to do, by naming a trolley as perpetrator. I took my files out of the locked drawer and studied the notes and sketches. There he was, my Fafhrd, right down to the gap-toothed grin he’d sent me before disappearing, but with fewer lines on his face. The only other difference was the swag of fabric I’d colored in around his loins so I could get the library sales. This creature of mine had smashed parking meters like matchsticks, put a massive fist through glass storefronts, lifted a car by its bumper, squashed a bike like a bug, shoved people and street signs and garbage pails aside as if they were cobwebs.

And no one saw him but me.

I was not God, not Frankenstein jump-starting his creation with a bolt of lightning.

No, I was crazy.
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