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Stephanie Garber

glass boxes. You've never seen a line of so many. You're almost tempted

to snap a photo, but you don't. And you couldn't have even if you'd tried.

By now your phone is no longer working, though you don't know that

yet. You're suddenly too distracted by the ancient concession stand to

your left, where the dust looks like nostalgia and you barely notice the

chips in the gold paint that make up the art deco border of geometric

suns and jumping dolphins.

The sign above says:

to cents for popcorn

t5 cents for popcorn with butter

z5 cents for cigarettes

You were unaware they used to se1l cigarettes in theaters, but for a mo-

ment you can smel1 the smoke and the popcorn. You can almost taste the

butter, too. But you don't linger in the lobby. There's only one theater-
one attraction-that you wish to find, and you walk directly toward it.

Your chest is tight. Your heart is already racing. And you're still hop-

ing for the rabbit hole that will take you to another world. You're starry-

eyed and optimistic, an overexposed picture made of too much light, as

you step ihrough the double doors.

It stil1 smells like smoke and popcorn, but there's something else,

too. Maybe it's just the scent of old velvet mixed with lingering hints of
petrichor, but it makes you think of Technicolor dreams as you stretch

your neck to take in the impossibly tal1 ceiling. It's all ivory and go1d,

and it's covered in more art deco designs that look as if they could be

cousins to the zodiac.

Beneath the elaborate dome, a fraction of the seats are already occu-

pied. Twenty-five? Maybe fifty) You're too nervous to properly count as

you take a chair near the back. It rocks, and the worn velvet is soft, but

it feels too far from the stage.

You decide to move closer, sneaking more looks at the others as you

do. You want to see who eise made it inside, if there's anyone you rec-
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ognize. But given the scant

unsurprising these faces are

are giggling, a few like you se

all together: expectation.

This has to be it. The cur

when they part you hold you

Gentlemen, kindly r emwe

Then another slide repla

lowed.

This, of course, elicits a nr

hush as the image leaves the

right-hand corner. It blinks (

goes out.

It's darker than the night

phones, but none of them ar

light. No digital clock to tell,r

You don't know how long

son leave. They've decided th

A few others follow.

You hate that you re temp

Your toes are no longer v

feel as if someone's watchirg

More time ticks by, a-nd,v

mors and the whispers abou

in any online catalog, taughi

And suddenly you thinl< it's
should go. You think-

A light flickers on the stal

You close your eyes, then op
there.

She's sitting on a wooder

You don't know how lon

pression she's been waiting
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Stephanie Garber

you who remain. She's shorter than you'd irnagined. The way people

talked about her always made her sound tal1, statuesque, 1iteral1y larger

than life. But she looks like someone's grandmother. Bobbed silver hair

frames a round, barely smiling {bce, as she says words that make you

feel as if all the cold and the damp and the waiting have been worth rt.

"You're here because of a story" she says. "Now I'm going to tell you

another one."

CH

olland St. /ames had :
night. She had tried c:

pairs of shoes, she had cur,t.
makeup. And now she n as = .

"l thought we werc go:r._ -

Because |ake might have bet:-

When fake had first cor:_t

ple weeks ago, Holland hac :

He looked more Clark Ke rr.

rrmmed glasses that had a -.., .

he'd bumped into her, spuli:_=

seen the textbooks he u'as 1-,: --

teach ESL.

On their first date. she -e::-

-A,nimal Rescue and the Echr l
a nonprofit that helped chi c.:.:

ond date, she learned |ake :,:: :

a bike instead of driving a c": _.

tbr the environment.

lakewasgenuinelras _:

Maybe there was a tir:i . .-
too perfect, like an email t-,:
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Stephanie Garber

needed one wrinkle. But that couid have just been Holland looking for

red flags that didn't exist.

This was only their third date, but Holland hadn't made it to a fourth

date in tvvo years. She really didn't want to screw this up. And she was

afraid she might have already done that minutes ago, when she hadn't

been able to stop herself from dragging fake down this grimy a1ley, after

seeing a poster that made her think of one of the Professor's stories.

The poster had been plastered to the side of a cernent wall. It was

one of those vintage numbers, the kind that looked as if it should have

been on one of the wooden postcards they soid on the Santa Monica

Pier. Palm trees in sun-washed brown and green framed the charcoal

silhouette of a man wearing a fedora and looking down at his watch.

There were no logos, no brand names. There were actually no words at

allto identify what exactly the poster was se11ing. There were just two

initials on the faceless man's cufflinks: W.M.

The Watch Man.

It was the first thought that had entered her mind. Then she had

taken fake down this alley. She hadn't been able to stop herself.

Holland had been raised on her father's treasure hunts. As a child,

she'd learned to look for clues the way other children learned to play with

blocks or each other. Perhaps that was why Holland had never felt as if
she quite fit in, until she found the Professor's folklore class. Her stories

made Holland feel as if she was on one of her father's hunts again.

She hadn't actually expected to discover anything tonight. Things

around LA were always reminding her of the Professor's stories, and

Holland always felt compelled to chase them. She was perpet'rally dart-

ing down aileys she swore she'd never seen before, only to find a bar or

a coffee shop or a bookstore she'd actually already visited.

But not tonight. Tonight, Holland knew she'd never been down this

alley. She would have remembered the sign.

Curios 4 Clockwork

lnquire Within

Alche-

The words hung from a s1e

F{olland wanted to beiieve t -=,

One glance at fake and she r
possibly rethinking his choice

change his mind. She also re .

she wanted to convince him .c

"Do you like urban m,rths:

"Yeah-I actually love the::

Superman than Clark Kent. H

headed in the right direction a

And yet. . . she hesitateo.

The Professor had a rule a:,,

side ofher class. No one brok-

fort from students for them rc -

Professor always warned stuie:

doing so. But Holland \ iaslr , =

only one story. But . . .

"Before I say anything ei..
on the life of your dog, or ,, ,

,,vorking so hard to keep alive -

to say."

Jake grinned wider. I si'. r=

the 1ips, as if to seal the pro:- ':

Holland froze.

She reminded herself tir:.
always calling him and sha:i: 

=

day. Talking about familr u..
information.

Yet it took her severai sec,

plaful. "lt's not a famil,v secr-,

taik about. When I was doing::

lore5tT: Local Legends and L:,
legend. You can't register for -,

!
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Stephanie Garber

by word of mouth. Then if you pass the class, at the end of the semester,

it shou,s up on your transcript."

fake looked ail in. "So, it's like a secret society version ofa class)"

Holland noddeci nervously, or maybe she was feeling excited. It
wasn't as if sharing this iittle secretwas going to hurt anyone. "Each

week, the Professor would talk about a different local iegend or urban

myth, and we'd have to swear never to share them. One of the Profes-

sor's legends is about someone called the Watch Man. Supposedly, there

are signs that lead to him around Los Angeles. If you follow the signs

and you manage to find him, you can ask him the time, and the Watch

Man will tell you when you'lldie."

fake's expression shifted, a tiny worry line forming between his

brows.

"lt's not as morbid as it sounds," Holland hurried to sali "The Pro-

fessor also said that you can make a deal with him to get more time, to

live longer than you would have."

'And you reallybelieve this?" fake asked. There was something in his

voice Holland couldn't quite place, but suddenly she feared she'd been a

trittle too optimistic about his interest in legends. He was a normal guy

who was probably used to going on very normal dates. And most likely

he wanted a very normal girl.

O_f course not.

It's -iust for fun.
No-not even q little.

Any of these would have been excellent answers to his question;

these were all things a normal girl would have said.

"fust come inside with me," Holland hedged.

"Sure," |ake said. And because he was a nice guy, he reached out and

opened the door with the Cunos q Clockwork sign for her.

Everything on the other side was milk glass and gold. A perfect

row of milk-glass lights on golden cords lit a perfect floor of milk-glass

penny tile with a number of shimmering golden tiles that spelled out

the words tick tock.

Alchen

There were no footprints

which winked like the flutter r

It almost felt like magic. \
magic of timeless things. Of
typewriters and rotary phones

Holland might have said a

wasn't sure what to make oftl
alley. This wasn't what he'd si

for ice cream. He wanted a da

photograph, not one who coul

Holland had definitely mi

now. This felt like the dosest r

fessor's myths in real life.

There were two doors acror

well, glossy white, with golder

plaques in the center. One pla

Holland reached for the cl
Man. If she was ruining this d

The doorknob didn't budgr

She tugged again. "I think

fake reached over her shor

knuckles.

"May I help youl" The trc

labeled cuios.

In the yawning doorwayno

hair and a small nose rirg, ar

shade as the milk glass. At frs
something about the way the

think her appearance might b
Holland tried to see behinri

but there was only more white

The girl drummed her sq

tiently.
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