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If God didn't want us to eat animal's, how come He made’ em out of meat?

—Seen on abumper sticker,
just outside Detroit

1
There'sa Sucker Born every Minute

Here' satip:

When you give the world one last chance to save your life, be specific about thehow. A sdlection of A,
B, orC would be good, along with a couple of “nots’—to clarify the answers youdon't want. Thisis
especidly important if you' re avampire and don't redlly need to have your life saved,unless...

I’ve come up with this advice by not following it. Which isto say, | began this night—possibly my
last—with some vague notion of |etting the world take one last shot at keeping me on board. And so |
got the answer you get when you leave the world to its own devices.

This

Me, with akitchen knife sunk up to the hilt in my guts, while thelittle brat who's plunged it there looks
on—shivering, hoping, waiting for meto die. Thetwo of usarein the middle of avery big, pine-thick
nowhere. She breathes and you can seeit; | breathe and you can't. Neither of usis saying anything at the
moment. The pinessigh. Creak. My car, with its door gar, bing-bings away while the wipersticktock
back and forth under an on-again, off-again rain.

That's something that hasn’t changed, even if everything dse has. It ill rains. Snows. Tornadoes il
blow houses apart, till drive pieces of straw through two-by-fours. The sun? The sun hasn't changed,
gther, asfar as| know. It till setson the just and the unjust dike—even though itsrising isonly arumor

for most of us.

The knife looks kind of funny stuck there, bobbing up and down with my breathing. Not that | mention
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thisto the kid who stabbed me. She'sjust akid, after al. Areal one, not just aface one. Five, six, tops.
And she' sjust standing there, squeezing her pink-and-white fists, making fog but nothing else. Not even a
peep. Not anymore.

| guessitisalittleweird for her. Scary, even. Being stuck in the middle of nowhere, covered with your
mom'’ s just-spilt blood, waiting for some stranger to die. A stranger who happens to be avampire. Not
that being terrified and expiration-dated is any excuse for what she' s done. Not that being cute and
blood-covered is going to save her from what she' s got coming. But they do buy her afew more minutes
of meletting her sweet as| lie here, not dying.

“That wasn't very nice,” | say, findly.
Andtha’sall it takes. Just my sayingitisal it takesto make my little fog breather flinch.

And asfor me?1 guess her flinching will haveto do. Her flinching at the sound of avoicethat hasn't

scaredanybody in God only knows how long. If that’ swhat the world' s offering, I'll takeit. For one
more night, at least.

Maybe | should back up.
I’ve been feding abit down lately. Edgy. Out of sorts.
Suiciddl.

I"d cal it amidlife crisis, but what does that mean when your life doesn’'t have amiddie? A lot of
vampires go through this sort of thing, right around the time we should be dead from natural causes. I'd
say it fedsliketheflu, but vampires don’t get the flu; they don’t get Sick, period. What they get, instead,
isbored. Y ou gart fedling bored, then moody, and then your skin doesn’'t seem to fit, even though it
hasn’t changed abit since you were vamped. Y our friends, the ones you persondly made immortd to
keep you company throughout eternity, areboring. They bore right into your soul, like boll weevils of

predictability. Y ou know what each oneis going to say before they say it, and when they do, you start
thinking about how long forever redly is.

But it' sthe missing that gets you mogt. All thethingsthat are no longer part of your life. Like sunlight. Of
course. Like chocolate. And cigarettes. A peach—even one of those syrup-embamed canned ones. The
excuse of abathroom break to get away from your stupid job, or any other part of your Supid life. The
fed of the seasons on your skin and in your bones. The swest rdlief of stepping out of the cold and into a
restaurant, its windows fogged with the warm embrace of different-flavored needs being met. Watching
the steam rise from your name, written in yellow in afresh snowbank, lit blue by afull moon, way past the
middle of anight clocked in vodka tonics and shots with dirty names.

And coffee. And coffee. And coffee...

When I'mfeding likethis, | find that titsusudly help.

Pert and spatlit, naked and adive and bouncing just dightly to the beat of whatever the DJ happensto be
playing. It sahabit | got into long ago, back before the ratio of mortals to vampires flipped—back when

some of my benevolent buddiesand | decided to help the flip dong. We were missionaries of vampirism,
and gtrippers made good apostles. We' d vamp them, they’ d vamp their customers, their customers



would vamp their wives and loved ones. The whole six-degrees-of-separation thing. Johnny Appleseed,
but with fangs.

We called oursdves the Benevolent Vampire Society and our god was pretty smple: we wanted alittle
company for our misery. We wanted to vote the other guys out—to be normal, to fal in love again, to
live for something other than the next medl. We didn’t want to watch the others around us growing old as
we stayed young, reminding us of our open-endedness, and the pitiful little we d filled it with.

Our motto was pure hubris: “There' sasucker born every minute.” The problem was, the closer we
came to making that true, the more obviousit became thatwe were the real suckers. “Norma” meant
“tamer.” Vampirism became. ..domesticated.Indudtridized. Commercidized. The hunt for victimsand
benefactors was replaced by the sorts of jobs we thought we left behind. We had to work for aliving
agan—or after-living, asthe case may be. We went from dipping our fangsinto nice, juicy necksto filling
up grocery bags with name-brand plasma, grown in avat instead of avein, made from stem cellsand
other lab-fresh ingredients. And just like that, we went from being the perfect predators to the perfect
consumers—ones with a perfectly understood need that could be perfectly met, forever and ever.

Amen.

So, thisvampirewaksinto abar...

He doesn't fly, doesn’'t pad in on wolf’ sfeet, or skitter acrossthe sad linoleum with clicking little rat
nails. He doesn't stleam in through the keyhole, or crawl foggily under the door.Real vampiresdon't goin
for such specid effects—partly because wecan't —and so a bipeda entrance will haveto do.

He' s decided to give himsdf up to the night—maybe his last—with an open (but empty) heart.

That’ sthe way my evening started. In that kind of mood, making those kinds of decisions. It didn’t take
long to seethe error of my ways.

By theway, if you want to get afeding for how much the world’ s changed, just go to avampire strip
club. If it wasn't for the poor lighting, the bouncers, and the half-naked women, you' d swear you'd
stepped into a grade school from before. They’ re not redlly kids, of course; some of them are older than
| am, and I’'m not just talking about my face age. We cal them Screamers, and you' Il know why if you
ever st one off. Each oneisafrozen tragedy, their vamping coming before their bodies reached the right
age to spend forever in—kids with leukemiaor some other fatal disease for which vamping wasthe only
hope. And now they’ re stuck, and pissed. Y ou'll see them sulking around the mals at midnight,

children’ sbodies carrying their adult-sized souls, the wrinkles on their foreheads never quite setting, but
not for lack of trying. | liketo think of them as munchkins from the bad side of Oz—oneswith very rich
vocabularies when it comesto your anatomy and the many painful usesto which it can be puit.

Strip clubs are one of the few places where Screamers don’ t—scream,thet is. Theysmile, instead, trying
to look cute, trying to kiss up to whatever vague, maternd instinct the dancers may harbor in their wholly
vedtigid (though fetching) breasts. They comein with bankrollsbigger than they areand blow it &l on
reverse lap dances, straddling the dancer’ sleg with their subby little ones, bouncing up and down,
dapping their sunted manhood against bare thigh over and over again in avery adult game of horsey.

| look at the horny grade school surrounding me and fed even more depressed than | did before coming
in. I look up and see mysdlf in one of the bar’ s many mirrors. Y ou know that thing about vampires not



having areflection? Myth. Vampiresreflect dl thetime. In mirrors. In chrome. Intheir londlier moments.
Like me. Like now.

What aface I’ ve got. What amug I’ ve been saddled with for al eternity. It dwayslooksalittle sad, a
littletired, alittle like it s been through the wringer afew too many times. It' sthe sort of face that women
find compdlling, I’ve been told. | think it's because | look experienced, like I’ ve been through that
wringer and survived. It'smy eyes, that’ swhat doesiit. They’ re sandard-issue vampire eyes—all black,
matching my short-shorn hair, my mood. What' s different istheir prominence, their hyperthyroid
eagerness, asif my mere skull were having ahard time keeping them in. They’ re the eyes of someone
who listens, sympathizes, bleeds with every tragedy that’ srelated to him across candldlit tables. Therest
of my faceisbaby smooth, innocent, deceptively safe—the perfect face for avampire who needsto get
in close before dinner.

The other baby faces—the oneswith shorter legs—are sarting to get rowdy. | check out the glasseson
the table next to me, fogged with condensation. That’ s another big difference with the vampire version of
these kinds of places—the heat. While the old clubs cranked up the AC to keep the dancers nipples
hard, our kind work just the opposite. We re cold-blooded, just like lizards, which really meansthat our
blood’ s notcold so much as room temperature. And like alizard basking on a sunny rock, the way to get
ushot isto get us hot. That’ swhy vampire sex usudly starts with atrip to the shower, or agood crank of
the thermodtat to theright. That’saso why the air swims around our gpartment buildings on cold
Saturday nights. The excess heat of steaming showers and cranked thermostats coming from dozens of
gpartments makes the air watery, makes the moon behind it ripple like areflection in apuddle. If you're
quiet, you may hear the moans and groans, the occasiona howl or bark of vampire ddight, but these are
just the grace notes. It' sthe heet that tellsthe story, dl that vampire love shimmering in the cold night air.

Likethey say, dl’ sFahrenheit inlove and war.

Being good businesspeople, the owners of vampire strip clubstake full advantage of their clientel€'s
biologica predictability. Steadily throughout the evening, they turn up the heat asthe customers get more
and more worked up, spending more and more money on blood and lap dances. By last cdll, the placeis
like asauna. Already warm glasses of blood begin to swesat. Watch crystas go blurry. And every time
some bowlegged munchkin goes sumbling for the exit, asteamy swirl of fog follows him out.

And then there are the bartenders.

Or rather, there sthelack of bartenders. I’ ve never gotten over that, there being no actual bar or
bartendersin vampire bars, whether strip, gay, sport, classy, divey, or whatever. No one to chew the fat
with, to spill your gutsto, to cut you off when you’ ve had too much. Oh, they’ ve got bouncers, and video
cameras, and someone at the door to check your coat, charge you the cover, point out atableif one's
not obvious, but no actualbar, or anyonetending it. No need, redlly. There' sonly the one drink—the
“housevin” —and self-serve isjust more cost effective. So, instead of bartenders or waitresses, each
table has a metered tap that’ s pretty usaless when it comesto spilling your guts. But theydo accept coins
and billsand credit cards, dl for your convenience.

When they’reworking, that is.

When you don't try feeding them atwenty that’ s been out of circulation since before the change, only to
find out, now that it’' stoo late, that it'sall you’ ve got. And so you keep shoving it in and the dot keeps
spitting it back, Andrew Jackson’ stoo-small face mocking grimly. Y ou flatten it out, sraighten the
corners, crease it down the middle, and still you get that mechanica whir of rgjection.



The other patrons begin turning in their seats, their subby little legs not reaching the floor. They look at
you with their black-marble crow eyes. They look at you likeyou' rethe loser. They don’t know it'sa
last-straw night. They don’'t know that you' re one of the people who' s responsible for what they are, for
wherethey are, for what the world’ s become.

Shove. Whir.
Please. Fuck. Dammit. Shit...

And so there you are, in avampire strip club, surrounded by nonscreaming Screamers, shouting at a
machine that won't listen to reason. The haf-naked women onstage have stopped dancing and are
looking at you with that no-chance-in-hell look, that not-worth-the-trouble sideways stare. And out of
nowhere, you find yourself thinking about Paul Newman inCool Hand Luke. No, not the“fallureto
communicate’ scene, but the one right at the beginning where he' s cutting the heads off parking meters,
just before dl the trouble starts. And that’ s when you get the idea, the one that makes you smileto
yourself. The one that makes you think:

A man’sgottado what aman’sgottado...

It'snot until after things start getting broken that it occursto you—perhapstoo late—that libido is not
the only thing that rises with the hest.

I'm asked to leave.
I’m cut off before | was even on.

On the night I’ ve given the world one last chance to save my life, I’ m asked by abouncer who' d be dust
now if it wasn't for me and my benevolent brethren. [ —Martin Kowalski, Vampire, Esquire, founding
member of the BV S and cocrestor of the world, such asit is—lamasked toleave.

Okay.
Okay, and fuck you.Fuck this.

After the steam of my exit disspates, | notice that it’ sraining. That’s one thing that hasn't changed, |
think. It till rains. Snows. Tornadoes till...

The vaet brings my car around with the wipers already going. Helooks at melike I’'m one of those guys
who pops his cork aminute and a half into hisfirst Iap dance. He letsthe keys drop into my pamto
avoid any accidenta contact. He exits the vehicle with hands retracted, full of second thoughts about
having touched whatever I’ ve touched. He sjudging me. | can seethat by the way he holds hislips, the
little bit of fang he lets show. I’'m being judged by someone whao'll probably be making minimum wage
for al of eternity.

Grest. Lovely. Jm-fucking-dandy.
| makethe car roar. It' sa sporty little number—bloodred, natch—and is worth more than the valet's

entire life, counting tips and multiplying by forever. | had the heater on al theway up here, to get mein
the mood. It's still on, and I'm still in the mood, but for something else now. | let it drop to athroaty purr,



thenrev it again, and decide to see how fast | can make it go. Pedling out of the parking lot like abat out
of acliché | rip down side streets, jump sidewalks, dip, dide, skid, screech. | endanger my fellow
citizens, treating stoplights like suggestions, recklessng my way to the nearest unlit two-lane.

Wheream | going? That’ seasy. Out. I’'m goingout. Preferably, with abang. I ve dready disabled the air
bags and removed the safety belts because, well, I’ ve been going through thislittle midlife crissfor some
time now. So far, I’ve been leaving it to chance, but...

Sometimes, when it’ sraining, when the heater’ s cranked up al theway and I'm redly going fast, I'll let
go of thewhed!. It'sexciting. It' san attention getter. It fedslikesomething, instead of the nothing | usudly
fed. It fedslike the Hope and Promise of Desth as opposed to this night after night of longing for dl
those things I’ ve given up to be bored forever. 1t' stheout I'm going for; it' sa plan, an exit strategy.

And then | seeit.
Her.

Sizzling dong in my bright red crigs, looking for something | can’t name because everything |can name
bores me sensdless, | seeit. A wisp. Just asingle white wisp coming out of the darkness along the road. |
skid to astop, fishtailing into the oncoming lane. | look in my rearview mirror. Wait. And thereit is
agan—another clean white puff swirling away inthe cold and rain. | put the car in reverse and crawl
dowly back to what | imagineisjust awounded dog, bresthing out itslast breath at the Sde of the road.

| park and get out, waiting for another frightened plumeto point mein theright direction. | say
“frightened,” because it seemsthat whatever the breather is, it’s been holding its bresth ever sincel
stopped the car.

Theroad I’'m on passes through woods—evergreens, mainly. Pines. My crigs prefersrura settings,
what with their narrow lanes and no lighting, no police, no pesky Samaritans, should the
not-unforeseeable happen. It' s definitel ynot the trees that have brought me out thisway, whether
evergreen or never-green or whatnot. Except for the antisocia demands of my crisis, I'm basicdly acity
vampire. But Ido know athing or two about pines. And one of thosethingsis.

No feet.

Pinetrees do not havetiny bare feet with tiny toes curling, trying to get a better grip on the muddy earth.
They don't have blotchy pink legs, either, trembling from the cold, speckled here and there with
something dark—mud, maybe, or...

“Hello?’ | say, brushing aside the branches of the pedestrian conifer in front of me. And there sheis, my
little escapee from Satistics, agtill-warm-insde, mouth-breathing fog maker. A mortal, whichisrare
enough, but achild, too. Areal child—not the freak show kind | stumbled here to escape. She' splumpin
that baby fat way. Good veins. Farm raised, I’ m guessing. From one of those farmsthat officiadly “don’t
exis” but do. A free-range bleeder who' s gotten abit too free.

Andadl for me. A little going-away present from the world, on this, my maybe-last night.

She' swearing one of those retro “Got Milk?” T-shirts. The onesthe Screamers think are funny, or sexy,
or gppeding to amaterna ingtinct that’ s also retro, and getting more so dl the time. She' sgot blond hair.
It' s been gathered up into apair of asymmetrical ponytailsthat look like they were done quickly, and
mainly to get the hair out of her face and into a couple of manageable clumps. A few loose strands hang
down, heavy from therain, clinging to her face and shoulders. Her thumb’sin her mouth, her eyes



squeezed tight, her whole body shivering. The dark stuff on her legs specklestherest of her aswell. And
now that I'm closer, | can smdl it:

Blood.

Plasmaand platel ets and coagulating coagulants, but not hers. There aren’t any wounds big enough,
nothing fresh gurgling out. Still, she was standing right next to whatever bled like this. Judging from the
Spatter, I'd say it was an arterid bleed, some mgjor traumathat thislittle one apparently just walked
away from.

Gently, | pull her thumb from her mouth, uncorking another plume of white. “Hello,” | say. Again.
“Don't et me,” thelittlegirl cries.

Now, | hateto quibble, but thisis one of my pet peeves. Vampires do not et little girls. Wedon't eat
people, period. At least not in the chewing sense. We relieve them of their blood supplies, which involves
biting, or cutting, or puncturing, but we don’t bite anythingoff. We don’t masticate, or grind with our
grinders. Not that I'd mind feeling my teeth click through a pinched inch or so of well-fed neck flesh,
especialy now, but that' d be gratuitous; it'd be showing off and it's just not something that’s done. Not
anymore. Not in polite society. It’ slike that bumper sticker | hate—" Chews Life’? No—aproper
vampire neverchews. A civilized vampiresucks—qget it sraight.

Of course, | don’t imagine that these digtinctions will mean much to thelittle morta quivering in front of
me. The difference between being eaten or just sucked dry is pretty much semantic, especidly if you're
the one on the menu. And so | don’t quibble. Instead, | ask, “Why not?’

“I don't taste good,” she says.

Asif drinking blood is something you do for the taste! | haveto smile, and so | do. “Ohyeah,” | say.
“Why'sthat?’

“I'm spoiled,” thelittlegirl cries. “Mommy says...,” followed by sobsin place of whatever it is Mommy
says. Orsaid, | assume—past tense. | dso assume that Mommy’ s being past tense explains all that blood
covering her frightened little girl. The onewho' stoo old to be sucking her thumb but isback at it again,
sucking and sobbing, sobbing and sucking.

Theword for “human female parent” in dmost every language on earth starts with anm. Mom, mater,
madonna, madre. It' s usudly the first word spoken by achild, and is rooted in the sound made while
suckling. And that’ swhat it’ s al about—our language, our relationships, our being at its very core; we
suck, therefore we are. And the world isforever divided into the suckers and the sucked upon. It's
away's been that way; we—me and my vampire friends—just madeit alittle moreliterd.

“So, you're spoiled, en?’

She nods her head. | pull out her thumb.

“IsMommy dead?”’

Shelooks at her feet. Her thumb, like a heat-seeking missile, sarts heading back for her mouth. | stop it
in midtrgjectory, my big cold hand cupping her tiny warm one. “Don’'t,” | say.



A minute goes by with nothing much to fill it but the sound of rain steedily shushing through the needles of
thetrees surrounding us. | till have her hand in my hand, can fed its borrowed hegt invading my fingers,
crawling just abit up my wrigt, and then stopping. It'swhen my hand sarts feding like ahuman’ s—when
my hand startsfeding like her own—that’ swhen my pleasant little surprise finaly looks up a mewith
something lessthan terror in her eyes.

“What'syour name?’ | ask.
“Isuzu.”
“No, yourred name,” | say. And that does it; that’ swhat makes her snap.

“Itis,” she demands. “Isuzu Trooper Cassdy,” she repeats—recites—pulling her hand away from mine,
her thumb folding back into itsfigt. “Likeit or lumpit,” she announces—quoting, I’ m sure, whatever brain
thought of naming alittle girl after agasguzzler.

| laugh—I can’'t help it; thislittle humanisjust so...human.Even soaked to the bone, even coveredin
blood, and standing next to avampire twice her Sze, thereis only so much shit she' swilling to put up
with, and getting grief over her nameisat thetop of thelist.

“What' s so funny?’ she demands, about two seconds away from stomping my toes or kicking my shins.
Or so| think.

“Youare” | say, casualy preparing mysdf to fend off whatever pathetic attempt my little sport utility
might make at defending her mortd dignity.

Of course, it hasn't been my night for making theright cal. So:
Shenalsme.

Right as |’ m reaching to toude her blood-clotted hair, the little brat whips out atwelve-inch bread knife
with faux ivory handle and plantsit in my solar plexus. Where the knife came from, | have no idea.
Somewhere behind her. Somewhere | was't looking. Maybe the more important question iswhy |
wasn't expecting her to be armed. Did | imagine that baby bees don’t have stingers? She'samorta ina
world full of vampires, for Christ’s sake. In her shoes, I’ d be packing every kind of heat imaginable.
Silver bullets, garlic, holy water—you nameit. Not that any of that stuff would do any good. Redl
vampires can't turn into bats or fly, but we' re also not a crucifix away from turning into bone and ash.
No, if you want to kill us, you' ve got to get the head, or the heart, or trap us outside when the sun comes
up. And that’sit. That'syourA, B, orC when it comesto vampires and our killability.

But back to Isuzu and her kitchen knife. Out it comes, and in it goes—d urp-thunk—Iike that first good
stab into aripe meon. That' s the noise we vampires make when we get stabbed where I’'m
stabbed—just below the belly button, and just above the fun stuff. 1suzu’ s just so high to begin with, and
even when she' sholding the knife over her head with both hands and going up on tiptoes, my belt lineis
as closeto my heart as she' sgoing to get.

Fortunately, there' s not much down there anymore. The virus or whatever it is that makes vampires cold
and bloodthirsty, that turns our skin pasty white and our eyeballs midnight black—the same thing
rearranges our indoor plumbing. We don’'t have much of a digestive system, especiadly below what used
to be our stomachs. The blood is absorbed directly into the bloodstream by the tongue, the membranes
of the mouth, and the esophagus. Asaresult, avampiretaking in blood isn't so much like amortal



drinking coffee aslike acocaine addict doing aline. It' sjust amatter of biologica efficiency—away of
mixing the old and new blood as quickly as possible without actudly poking holesinto our veins.

Not that getting stabbed where I’ m stabbed doesn’t hurt. It does. It doesforme, at least. Whether
through dumb luck or the regular kind, Isuzu’ s managed to find my last scar, the site of my last, very
nearly mortal wound. Every vampire has such ascar, and it' s one of the few places on any of uswhere
you can dill inflict for-rea pain pain without killing us. Some call it avaccination scar, others, their second
navel. But the flesh remembers and we don't give up the location of our last scars easily—if we' ve any
choicein the matter, if we can hideit with our hair or cover it with aturtleneck.

So, when | wince pulling out the knife, it’sfor real. I'm not play-acting. Not about that, at least. Where
thered acting comesinismy acting likel don't mind, like| don’t plan on getting even. But | do. My little
Happy Med stabbed me with every intention of doing grave bodily harm, and it’ s the thought that counts.
Andwhat I'mthinking isthis

Later.

Not now. Not when it’ d be easy for meto snap, and for her neck to snap right along with it. No.
Immediate gratification is overrated, anyway. Plus, her adrena gland’ s probably wrung out. The fact that
afive- or six-year-old morta girl who'sonly so high could get aknifeto stick into me dl the way to the
hilt...yeah, there was some adrenaline working overtime. But she's on the downdope now. | can tell that
by theway her breeth puffs are coming out, by the way she' sjust stlanding there, letting her skin hang on
to her bones like amarionette hanging on to its strings. And Ihate stale adrenaling; it' s got that
scared-past-being-scared aftertaste.

S0, no. Not now. Later’s better. Later, when she'll least expect it. Later, when | can scare out
something fresh, whenit’'Il bemore...

Fun.

Andjust likethat, it hitsme.Thisiswhy I’ ve been depressed. Thisiswhat I’ ve been missing. The coffee,
the chocolate, the peeing, and canned peaches—red herrings. Y ou want areal clue to the psychology of
the modern vampire? It sthis. we're cats. We referd cats who' ve been forced inside. We need to play
with our food before killing it, but can't. The world' sfull of kibble—no problems there—but there are no
birds, no mice, not even smdll lizardsto hunt, catch, play with, and kill. Nothing to kill, not even to save
our lives. Nothinglegd, at least.

That’ skind of where | am—have been,for years.

And the whole rest of the world’ s been there with me, whether they know it or not. We' ve been taken
care of. We'rewd | fed. We suck on bottles of blood, sip it from snifters, tip back mugs and cups and
glasses—and not adamned one of them ever puts up a struggle. Not a damned one ever feds quiteright.
Sure, they spike the bottled stuff with adrendine, but lab-grown versusthe red thing islike Tang next to
fresh-squeezed.

And look at me—Mr. Lucky. | just found myself ared live orange.

Not that | say anything. Not that | let that particular cat out of the bag. Nope. Instead:

“I beievethisisyours,” | say, handing over the knife likeamaitred' thewinelig.



2
TheTarp Guy

The problem with delayed gratification is, of course, the delay.

And the problem with not harvesting |suzu right away is having to take care of her in the meantime. Take
care of, and keep safe, and fed, and hidden from my no-longer-benevolent brethren. It occursto methat
thismay be abigger dice of life than I’m ready to chew at the moment. Or suck dry, for that matter. But
then again, not too long ago, | wasready to chuck it al. And it'snot like | don't have plenty of timeto
kill. Sor

“Sorry,” | say.

| get thefeding I'll be saying that alot. | get thefedling I'll be learning awhole new vocabulary of regret,
penitence, contrition. | seealot of flubsand oopsesin my future. Thistime, the gpology isfor sopping
Isuzu while she wastrying to make arun for it.

We rein my car at thetime of the attempted escape. | figured that being inside with the heater running
beats being out there, in the cold and rain. Not that the cold and rain were bothering me, but | figured it
might get 1suzu to stop twitching—or, you know, shivering. Chaitering. Stop her blunt little teeth from
click, click, clicking away. It's surprising how quickly that kind of thing can get on your nerves.

So we get into the car and she goes back to the rag doll routine, resting her head against the passenger
window, making it fog. | think about reaching out, reaching over, placing ahand on her bloodly little
shoulder—to comfort, to reassure, to lull into afase sense of security. My own security’ s secure; I've
locked the knife in the glove compartment. No surprises, thistime. But | hold back on my reassurance.
The no-surprises thing works both ways, and I’ m worried about the coldness of my skin. | don’'t want to
dartle her. | don't want to keep reminding her about our differences. About our respective places on the
food chain. So | rest ahand on the dash firdt, borrowing alittle heat before continuing on.

She glances. She seesit coming. But she flinches anyway. Just aquick twitch, and then it’ s back to
Raggedy Ann. | pat her limp shoulder. Sheletsme. | pet her hair, trying to soothe a frightened puppy.
Shecould careless. | kegpit up until it fedsstupid, and then | pull my hand away, damp now with
you-know-what.

Y ou-know-whose.

What | do next | really shouldn’t, but it’s been a stressful evening. Lots of drama. Lots of gratification
delayed. And redly, it' ssuch alittle thing. Just amatter of bringing my fingersto my lips, aquick run of
the tongue. Just ataste. Waste not, want not. And Isuzu? Hell, she' s busy looking out the window at all
that nothing out there, making abig show ofnot looking a me, so why not?

Thisiswhy not.

I’ve dready told you that vampiresreflect dl thetime. In mirrors. In chrome. Intheir lonelier moments,
and over there, in the unfoggy corner of my passenger-side window. Isuzu’ s been watching me dl
aong—staring at me, a my reflection. Watching every move, every idle gesture. She'sseen melick her
mother’ sblood from my fingertips. And that’ sal it takes. Her little hand goes unlimp, dartsfor the door



handle, yanks up.

No.

Oh no you don’t, my little dumpling. No, no, no...

| flick aswitch on my driver’ sside armrest, and al the locks thunk down together. The once-and-future
rag doll kegps on yanking pointlessly, jiggling the handle with one hand, two hands, working afoot up
and kicking a my fine leether interior.

| should probably say something. Thisiswhen one of us should say something, and it lookslike I’ miit.

“Sorry,” | say, because every iceberg starts at the tip.

The problem with not harvesting Isuzu right away is having to humor her. I’ d forgotten how kids can be.
How they can get athought into their heads and just fix on it, beating it like adead. ..

Well, in this case, mother.

Herearethetermsof theded: if I'ma*“good guy,” if I'm not “likethem,” I'll sasve Mommy Dearest. Il
presumably do this by vamping her. Do | redly need to tell you how bad an ideathisis? The blood on
Isuzuisdready drying, or at least gluey. And there are bitsof ....tissue....in her hair. By thetime we get to
wherever her momis, thereisn’'t going to be anything left to save. It' slikeI’'m some TV repair guy and
here comes thiskid, holding nothing but alimp cord, asking, “ Can you fix it?” Wheredo | even start?

“Um,” | say, and then immediately worry that it might sound like“yum,” likethe Snister noiseitisn't. Or
at least not yet.

“Ligten,” | add, to interrupt—to derail, defuse, deflect. To put something other than amaybe-yum out
there between us.

“Sweetheart,” | continue. It just dips out without me thinking. Until after it dipsout, after which | think
plenty. Like: Taste-related endearments are probably just asbad as“yum.” But when | try to think of
onesthat aren't, | get stuck.

Honey—no.

Swesetie—no.

Honey- and/or swestie pie—no.

Kiddo?

Kiddo might work. | giveit atry. “Listen, kiddo,” | say, Starting over.

But |suzu—my new sweetheart, my save-it-for-later yum—has dready fallen into akid trance, muttering

the mantra“Please’ over and over again. Sheknits her little fingers together so tight, her knuckles blanch.
And then that praying, pleading knot of fingers startsto shake.



“Oh please, oh please, oh please...”

Her little two-tone eyes well up with tears. Clear ones, not the pink kind my kind squeeze out every so
often. For show. Once in ablue moon. When hell freezes over.

| guess she and her mom must have been close or something. Go figure.

“Point,” | say, finally, when | can’t think of anything else.

When we get near to where her mother was last seen, | have 1suzu get out of the car and into the trunk.
“Justincase” | say, and she getsin without a peep. She’ sgood at that—at not making peeps. | guess
that’ sjust one of those things you get good at, being amortal in aworld full of peoplelike me. | guess
you get good or you get gone.

Along the way, we' ve worked out acode of knocks, so she'll know it’sme when | get back. Nothing
elaborate—me:shave and a haircut; her:two bits—but at least it’s something. A little just-in-case, justin
case.

It doesn’t take me long to find the mom or to confirm what | aready know. It' s stopped raining and the
full moon has did out from behind some clouds, making the woods around me stark and skeletal. There's
amix of trees—evergreens, never-greens, and sometime-greens—the last two leafless and
bony-knuckled. Until tonight, Isuzu and her mom had been living in aholein the ground, by which | do
not mean some realy run-down place or hermit’s shack, but areal hole dug in thereal ground, covered
with asheet of plywood and some AstroTurf that’ s been painted brown, in honor of the season.

Inside the hole—which opens out into a decent-sized mud cellar, once you get past the bottleneck of the
entrance—are two air mattresses, one large, one small, abricked-off pit full of charred twigs, alaundry
basket full of laundry, and afive-galon jug of what turns out to be boiled rainwater. Shelves are dug into
the walls and on some, tin cans stand with candlesinside, while others sport small collections of books,
the wizened spines bearing names like Stephen King, Anne Rice, Clive Barker.

If thiswere asitcom, thisiswhere |’ d do the obligatory double take.Horror stories? Living inthe middle
of her very own tale from the crypt, and what does Mommy Dearest pick to read? Jesus! | guessyou
can't sop human beings from being human, but till.

Therest of the holeisfilled with cans of cat food, stacked in pyramid after pyramid. 1suzu and her mom
were apparently living on the stuff, but before you rush to judge—stop. The dietary options for mortas
are exceedingly few nowadays. For one thing, we don't have grocery stores anymore—or rather, the
grocery storeswe have redly don't carry groceries, per se. We still have Kroger, A& P, and even
Farmer Jack, as double-edged as that name is nowadays. But you can’t get milk in any of those places.
Y ou can't get lunch meat or hot dogs or cans of Campbell’ s soup. What you can get is soap, laundry
detergent, moth balls, bug spray, lint rollers, theNationa Enquirer, and lightbulbs, though nothing much
above twenty-five watts.

And you can get pet food—Dog Chow, Cat Chow, Iguana, Spider Monkey, and Ring-Tailed Lemur
Chow.

Vampireslovetheir petsto death, and sometimes even farther. Of course, vamped pets don’t need Cat
Chow; vamped pets share the same boring diet astheir owners. But more often than not, we prefer our



petsto stay disposable. They die right around the time we get bored with them, and then we get
something ese, working our way through the natura kingdom ever more exaticaly. Hence the iguanas,
the spider monkeys, the lemurs of the ring-tailed kind.

| should add that it’s a pretty good time to be a pet, especially adisposable one. It'sapretty good time
because of dl the leftovers from when mortal s ran things. Canned food, for instance. Cannedhuman food,
that is. After the change, alot of it just got relabeled and sold as pet food. And al the cattle that were
dated to become Big Macs and steaks became Alpo instead. Eventually, they’ |l go back to grinding up
horses, but for the time being, pet food’ s not a bad way to go, if you're arunaway human trying to keep
yourself and your daughter dive.

Which brings me to the saddest part of the Cassidy hole, other than the dead mother outside it. On one
wall, mother and daughter have created what | can only think of asthe Shrine to Chocolate—a mosaic of
empty Snickers and Mounds and Hershey wrappers tacked into the bare mud. Needless to say, candy
bars do not make good pet food and aren’t something you can just buy or shoplift at the grocery store.
And it’ sthisthat confirms where Isuzu and her mom came from, before the hole in the ground, out herein
the middle of what turned out to be not nearly nowhere enough.

Chocolate iswhat they use on the black market farmsthat officially “don’t exist,” but do. Thefarms
wherethey breed little bonbons like Isuzu for wedthy, discriminating vampires with ataste for blood au
naturel. Chocolate doesn’t enter the equation until just before the end, during the last stages of market
prep. The story isthat it does something “ specia” to the blood, lendsit alittle sweetness, cuts down on
that rusty-salt aftertaste. | don’t doubt it. Force-feed someone into becoming a borderline digbetic and
it's bound to do something “specid” in the blood department. The only problem is, messing with glucose
levels works againgt the rush that comes when your blood' s container knowsit’ s going to die. Persondlly,
that spurt of adrenaineiswhy I’m humoring thet little blood donor locked in my trunk. But apparently,
therich don't mind alittle passvity. Apparently, they like theidea of the blood fighting againgt itsdlf,
ingeed of thelittletidbit’ sfighting againgt hisor her “ ultimate purchaser.” So much for roughing it. Killing
afarm-raised kid after aweek’ sworth of nothing but chocolate islike hunting animal s that have been
drugged. Like shooting fishin avery smdl barrdl.

I’m guessing that when Isuzu and her mom escaped, they left with as much chocolate asthey could
carry, knowing it was going to have to last them alifetime—hell two lifetimes, however long those were
goingto be. I imaginethe origina plan was something like “only for birthdays’ or “only for Chrismas and
Eagter.” | imagine that plan lasted about aslong as avampire swearing off blood. And so here they were,
the bones of that failed plan pinned to the wall of their root-cellar home like old pornography. Here they
were, the souvenirsof al life's sweetness, chewed up, swallowed, gone.

It sthe sound of the tape, that first, long rip—that’ s how they’ d announce themselves, in the dark, where
they could see her but she couldn’t see them. Before that, | imagine them gtting in the holein the dark,
waiting for Isuzu and her mom, waiting with their duct tape and tarp, their thermaoses of lab-grown to tide
them over. They'reready to wait till hell blows cold. It doesn’t matter to them. They’ ve got nothing but
time, and ataste for blood when it’ slaced with human fear. They’ ve dready exchanged stories about
other killsfrom way back when, thelook in thisor that one' s eyes when she crawled into her hiding place
and found them waiting for her in the dark, where they could see her but she couldn’t see them. One of
them will say it' sworth it—it’s amostaways worth it—for the |looks on their faces aone.

They’ d laugh over that. Nod. Wait. Consider thisthe delay between themsalves and the gratification
heading toward them, aboveground, wholly unaware that it's on the menu tonight.



Asfar aswhat’sleft goes, I'd say it was gory, except “gore” implies“blood,” and thereredly isn't any.
Oh, there' sthe blood that got on Isuzu before she got away. And there’ sthe blood that managed to stain
her mother’ s clothes before they’ d been ripped off and hung, amost neatly, from the naked branches of a
nearby tree. But that’ sit. They didn’'t even leave enough to leave a bruise on the various parts of her,
lying here, lying there, Her skin—thetorn bits of it hanging in shreds, or folded back like aflap, exposing
this or that ball joint—herskin looks like cold pastry dough. Apparently, nobody ever told these bozos
thatproper vampires don’t need too chew.

But dl I can think of at the moment is how pristine the savagery is, how spotless and bloodless, likea
white chinaplate licked clean.

| say “they” because there are haf-moons from three different sets of fangs stamped here and there on
her pastry dough skin. Three dogs worrying over the same sad bone—until it breaks, and everybody’ s
happy. Except the bone, of course. Except the bone' s daughter, locked in your trunk praying her
white-knuckled prayers not to God anymore, but to you. Her last hope. Her “savior.”

Oh please, oh please, oh please. ..

Spare me.

Like you ever listened to them when they pleaded.

Do redly need to tell you | wasn' talways benevolent?

I think I"ve been just about every kind of vampire you can be. During World War 11, | wasapatriotic
one, limiting my feedingsto German cuisine. A littlelater, | went through amonstrous phase, limiting my
feedingsto pretty much anything with aface. Then there was vegetarianism, with its srict diet of coma
victims, followed by astresk of vigilantism, when | went around killing those folks who just needed
killing. Eventually | got tired of coming up with excuses and let hunger and opportunity decide.

But then there came this time when the guilt seemed to back up on me and | started hunting in packs as
these jokers have done here. The pack thing was so | wouldn’t feel personaly responsiblefor the
murders we were doing—xkind of like the government, or acorporation. Everybody’ s guilty, so nobody
is.

The pack thing can be done with as few astwo. Y ou can make agame of it—flip a quarter, headsfor
throat, tailsfor thigh. Y ou each take your turn, the flow of blood seesawing back and forth, your victim's
eyesticking left and right along with it, until they begin flickering and findly roll back, waving those two
white flags of surrender.

That' sthe fifties mat shop verson. The vampires sit across from each other, their victim in between like
an ice-cream float with two straws being sipped at during that chaste first date. Sure, it’ s still murder, but
murder of the daintiest sort.

There are less dainty versions. More aggressive ones. Versonswhere you don't say “Pardon me” and
“Please” and you don't taketurns. Versons where it’ s atug-of-war played with blood and arteries. Y ou
suck, they suck, and you can fed the pull of the other. Pause to swallow and the blood in your straw
reverses course. Y ou haveto fight against the current to get it back. Eventually, one of you takes hisball
and goes home. Or redlly, one of you ripsthe part you' re sucking on free from the rest. This can be
pretty wasteful, what with blood |leaking out at both ends, like ahot dog with too much relish oniit or an



ice-cream cone with the bottom chewed off.

In Stuationslikethis, it's best if someone hasthe foresight to bring dong atarp. Back before | was
benevolent, when | was till hunting in packs,| wasthe tarp guy. Somebody € se would sniff out the
victim; somebody else would duct tape their wrists and mouth. Me—I set the table, shaking out the tarp
with one good snap, laying it down, smoothing it out, straightening the corners.

Now, it might seem kind of wimpy, being the tarp guy, but that’ sthe part that lways got the strongest
reaction. Okay, you duct tape hiswrists and mouth, the victim knows he' sin trouble; but when you start
laying down the tarp, that’ swhen everything clicks. The tarp foreshadows the messthey’rein—and
about to become. And that’ swhen their eyes start screaming from the tops of their lungs; that’swhen
their chests start heaving and their nogtrilsflarein and out. And if it’ s cold, that’ s when the steam Starts
chugging, hard and heavy, likethe Little Train That Could.

Ithink I’'m dead. Ithink I’ m dead.
Iknow I'm dead. Iknow |I'm dead.

Chew-chew...

Have you ever tried walking in awoman’ s shoes? Even sensible ones, like the tenniskind? If you'rea
guy with big fest—which | am, thank you very much—you'’ relucky if you can squeeze your tippy toes
ingde. And waking! Just try walking so you can leave aclear set of printsleading awvay from some
fake-grass-covered hole, through the mud right up to this patch of ground cover that could
lead—frankly—anywhere. Just you try that. After hiding the bloody dress. After covering up itsowner’s
various parts. After scribbling “Mom” on asheet of blank paper you fold in haf and leave behind. The
oneyou |l say includes the telephone number of the place you' re both going back to—for when it' s safe
again, and your orphan’s mom comes looking.

That'sright. I've decided to lie. Or redlly, I’ ve decided to keep on lying. When you' ve got alittle kid

locked in your trunk, thinking you' re there to save her, instead of just saving her for later...well, lying's
the eesiest way to go. Liebig. Liebold. Lielike acheap rug on the big bad head of abig lying liar.

Shave and ahaircut,| knock.

Two bits|Isuzu knocks back.

“Shegot avay.” It' sthefirgt thing out of my mouth.

Isuzu looks a me. She blinks those two-toned eyes of hers, weighing what I’ ve just said. She il has
arteria blood caked in her hair. She' sbeen hiding out in aholein the ground and esting cat food al
because of guyslike me. She's been locked in the trunk for over haf an hour, just in case guyslike me

were still hanging around, waiting for the prodigal daughter’ s return. And now here I come with my lame
attempt to keep the emotional baggage down to asingle carry-on. What €l se can she say but what she

says?
“Liar.”

If it spossible for avampireto get paer than hedready is, | do.



“No, it'strue,” | keegp on lying. Once you start down that path—even when you' re called on it—you
just have to keep on going. “Y ou can seefor yoursdlf,” | add, helping her out of the trunk.

Standing there next to her, staring at the evidence of her mom’s miraculous “escape,” evenif | had the
sort of insdes that made my bresth show, you wouldn'’t see anything. Not coming out of me. Not until
Isuzu says something. Or makes a peep, at least. Any kind of noise. Even another “liar” will do.

But she doesn't say anything. Instead, she gets down on her little girl knees, reaches out her little girl
fingers, and fedsthe craters I’ ve made. Not looking at me, she says, “I can read.”

She says, “My mom taught me.”

“That'sgood,” | say, wondering why | thought this particular liewasagood idea. Sure, it'll cut back on
the weepy stuff, give her something to hopefor, adistraction. And it’ Il make getting her back to my
gpartment, where the phoneis, easer. But eventuadly, when that phone doesn't ring—eventualy, other
belswill, and when they do....

Jesus!

Likeit'sever going to get that far! I’'m delaying gratification, sure, but I’'m not sending it off to college.
Meanwhile“K,” my delayed gratifier says.

Followed by:“E, D, S,” shereads.

“That pdls*Keds,’ ” she announces, her finger underlining the word stamped there in the muddy earth.
“That'sright,” | say. “It does.”

And it kegpson spelling “Keds,” in every footprint sheinvestigates, leading right up to apatch of grass
that could lead anywhere—but back.

3
The Pits

I”’m thinking about my dad.

I haven't thought about my dad in—Christ,ages. And | haven't thought about my dad asa
“father”...well, | don't know that | everredly did. He was just the guy around the house who paid for
stuff, who got teased about funny things he did when he was younger, and smoked like achimney until

the fireplace went cold, way too soon. He was my whole life, and as kidswill with thingsasbig aslife, |
took him for granted until he was gone.

It'sIsuzu and her mom that have got me thinking like this. Thinkingparentally. Mortallyand parentally.



| suppose I’ m trying to imagine what might be going on inside her head—or at least whatwas going on,
before | decided to fabricate the miracle escape of the century. I’ d like to know whether that was a good
thing or abad thing—taking that grief away. It'sa successtul thing, | know that. Isuzu seemsto have
perked right up. Not knowing how much she may have seen before escaping, I’ ve embellished,
suggesting semiplausible theories, like maybe one of the vampires did whatl was asked to do.

“Was she pretty, your mom?’ | ask.

Isuzu nods.

“And were any of the vampiresboy vampires?’
She nods again.

“Wadll, there you go. Maybe they thought she was so pretty that...” | trail off without finishing, but Isuzu
getsit. It snksin asaconcept, and | catch the reflection of asmilein my passenger-side window.

“Like Cinderdla” shewhigpers, filling in the blank I’ ve left.
| nod.

So I'minclined to think it was agood thing. Akind thing. Just like, sometimes, you haveto be crud to be
kind? 1’ m guessing that you have to be kind before you can be area success at cruelty. At least some of
thetimes. At least as often as the other way around.

And I’m thinking this now because of my dad. And what it was like for me when he died too soon. I'm
thinking this now because of what it was like for melater, when | didn't.

Even though he was amorta, my dad loved blood. Heloved it in dl its coagulated forms: in blood
sausage and duck-blood soup, in the shit brown drippings under broiler pans, and in the vein of marrow
running through a chicken bone. He loved the last best, cracking the shaft againgt hisbig back teeth,
leaving trand ucent shards blooming around the bal joint like aruptured party favor with abony fist a one
end. He d have made awonderful vampire, but he never got the chance. He died, instead, too awfully
and too young, of lung cancer brought on by thoseother bones he loved to suck, at arate of three packs
aday. Eventudly, they had to cut ahole in histhroat, followed by the bigger hole they dug for the rest of
him.

| wasjust thirteen-dammit. (I can never talk about how old | was when my father died without adding a
“dammit”—the age and curse are like one word in my head, hyphenated.) Other loved ones had died
before—aunts, uncles, grandparents, agirl my own age the other kids called Fuzzy after the hair she
didn’'t have because of the leukemiathat killed her—but none of their deaths hit me theway my father’s
did.

| didn’t know how much | loved him until he died, and the only good thing about hisdying isthat hedid
it before | got achanceto treat him like shit. He died before | could act embarrassed about the way he
talked or dressed in front of my oh-so-much-cooler friends. Sure, he wasn't the hippest guy in the world,
didn’'t dig jazz or swing or big band. Sure, he had that funny little Charlie Chaplin mustache and
pronounced histh’sliket ' s—turty-tree and aturd—but he had a good heart that he put to good use.



I"ll tell you astory my uncle used to tell.

He and my dad werein the war together—thefirst “world” one, from before they started numbering
them. And they found themsalves staying with afamily on afarm in France. On their last night there, they
get invited to dinner, and dessert is cherry pie. My dad takes one bite and—click!—bites right down on
achery pit. Hereheis, “overseas,” having dinner with anice French family while people dl around are
dying, and he ssitting there with acherry pit in his mouth. Not wanting to embarrass his hosts, my dad
doeswhat aguy like my dad does: he swallowsiit. Another bite and—click!—another pit. So, down the
hatch it goes. As doesthe next. And the next.

And then, suddenly: “Where are your pits?’ their host asks, darmed.

That’ swhen my dad finally looks up and sees dl the plates around him ringed with cherry pitslike so
many freshly yanked teeth. It'sloca custom, it turns out, to cook cherry pie with the fruit whole, to
preservethe flavor.

After hemming, after hawing, my future dad confessesthat he' s swallowed al his pits.
“In America, they do this?” hishost asks.

No, my dad admits, explaining that in America we take the pits out before cooking acherry pie. HE's
swallowed his here and now because he thought the cook had made a mistake.

And his hosts splutter with laughter, followed by assurancesto my father’ s reddening face that, no,
they’ reimpressed, they’ retouched.

They’ re the old world, patting the new one onits polite, naive little head.

My uncle used to tell the Pit Story while my dad was till dive, to embarrass him, to get hisgoat, to
tease. And he dways ended it the sameway. “Prettypit iful, en?”’

Except for the last time, that is.

When my uncletold the Pit Story for thelast time, it was a my father’ sfunera, and my uncleleft his
punch line off. He choked up, instead, his Adam’ s gpple working hard asif he were trying to swallow a
cherry pit of hisown. Findly, he spit it out:

“And that' sthe kind of guy my brother was,” he said. “Kind. He was thekind kind of guy. Agentle
gentleman. It took alot of swallowing to be that way—pride, mainly, other people ssh...”—wewerein
church; he edited—"...stuff.” Helooked up from the podium he’ d been staring at. “Y ou know,” he said,
and we did. Almost everyone around mewas working hard at swallowing something. For me, it was
tears.

| was just thirteen-dammit and had just started to become the jerk it is our pubescent destiny to become.
| was a boy, too, trying to become aman in pre-World War |1 America, way back when, before people
couldn’t shut up about their fedlings. So | choked back, and swallowed, and toughed it out, at least long
enough to make it to the men’s room and the sl next to thewall. Onceinsde, door bolted tight, | used
abig wad of toilet paper to muffle whatever flushing didn’t mask.



| didn’t think it was possible to hurt that badly again. | waswrong. | started hurting that badly just about
every Chrisgmas. My dad died on December 24, just in case | wasin any danger of forgetting the exact
date. So every year | was reminded and every year | resurrected my grief. | missed him. | kept thinking
about al the things he was missing by being dead. | wondered what he was like when he was whatever
age |’ d be turning in the coming year. | wondered what he' d do and what he' d make sure to domore of if
he knew what | knew about how long he had I ft.

What wouldl do in his shoes, with the same number of years?

At fourteen, on the first anniversary, | decided I’ d take more baths. Not for hygiene, but to relax. To
make my back stop hurting like Atlas al thetime. More long hot baths, with a cup of coffee within reach
and adice of cold pepperoni pizza. I’ d arrange it so that during these baths there wouldn't be any noise
except the sound of the gurgling water rushing out of the faucet. And it could run and run, without going
cold or overflowing the tub, for aslong as| needed it to. My mother—here was theredl
miracle—wouldn’tcome knocking at the door, asking if I’ d drowned, or what was wrong, or did | think
she was made of hot water. And when | started thinking about my dad, and al the hot baths he’ d never
take? That magical tub that never over-flowed would know what to do with those tears.

At fifteen, the something I’ d do more of also involved locked bathroom doors. Ditto for sixteen. And
seventeen.

And when it finally looked like we d be going to war because of aguy with amustache just like my
dad’s, | imagined him giving hishand arest and signing up. If he knew what | knew about how long he
hed |eft—sure, he' d sgn up. After dl, if he knewthat, he' d know he' d come through it okay. He' d know
he' d be around long enough to have a son he could leave too soon. Y ou just had to do the math.

And so | sgned up, thinking war was mainly amatter of knowing what to swalow and what to spit out.

I’ve aready mentioned about vampires and their last scars and |suzu’ s uncanny aim when it cameto
mine. That's another part of thislittle carjacking down memory lane. Like alot of my benevolent buddies,
| got vamped during World War I1. That's how far back mine goes; that’ s the bit of history my second
umbilical loops around. Y ou' d think that as scars go, it' d be as dead and hard as a horse’ s hoof by now.
But no. All it tekesisalittle twelve-inch blade to retenderize everything.

Sotherel am:

My last sunset has sunk and I’'m sinking fagt, right dlong withit. I’ ve taken some shrapnd in the
breadbasket and I’ m dying, looking toward my last moon, aturd of cloud scudding acrossitsface.
There sabombed-out farmhouse in the distance, and in the ddlirium of my dying, | become convinced
that it' s the same one where my dad swallowed al those pits, all those yearsago. | try to crawl toit. I'm
Catholic, so I'm praying, too—Hail Mary(stretch, grab, pull)full of grace (groan, grab, pull}—getting my
soul ready for the Great Whatever. And that’ s when she appears out of nowhere, awoman in atrench
coat and Marlene Dietrich sunglasses, speaking French. | can't redlly understand her, just little bitsand
pieces.

Mort—I catch that one. Something about desth. Dying.

Yeah. Right. I’'m dying. Leave me done, please...



Then:Bon. That means*good,” | think. Like inbon voyage.
So now she'sbeing sarcastic? It sgood I’ m dying? Fuck you, you French...

Not that | say any of this. Not with my mouth. Not out loud. The thing that' skilling meis sending blood
gurgling up my throat the wrong way. But that’ sagood thing, my not being able to spesk. God only
knows what would have happened if | said what | was thinking—and if she understood. Asluck would
haveit, dl | can say is*Fuck you” with my eyes. And | never was very good at speaking with my eyes,
even back when | ill had pupilsto dilate and whites to show interest or contempt.

Don't hurt me.

That'swhat my eyes usudly seemed to say—back before they went all the way black. Back before they
learned the look that forever says“midnight” and “snack.”

So there | am, the moon and me, aholein my belly, my life bubbling out at both endsin agory red gush,
my eyes going squinty, trying to pay this Frenchwoman back for saying she’sglad I'm dying.

And then sheamiles.

Y ou know the smile | mean. The one that changes everything. The smile that raisesthe curtain on those
big dog teeth of hers.

Surprise!

And that’ swhen she tucksinto melike I’m asteak. Amistake, probably, but ajuicy one. Andit's
incredible. It fedslike she' sgiving me ablow job through my scomach. | go from going to coming, just
likethat. My toes curl in my Gl boots and every beat of my heart is another orgasm...

That lasts for about aslong asthat sort of thing lagts, but then:
Oh-oh...

Here comesthedying part. | canfed it. | canfed my heart giving up. | canfed my...everything...going
cold from theinside out. She’ sgot her hand on my chest. She just worked her little fingers between the
buttons of my uniform, rests her dready-cold flesh against my going-cold flesh—not squeezing, not
tweaking, not trying to arouse. Justchecking. Even though I’ m delirious by now from lack of blood, |
know she' s counting my heartbeats. | know she' s decided to do something other than kill
me—something other than leaving me hereto die.

Something wrong. Something unnatura.Something | want more than anything e sein theworld.

She stops sucking just before my last heartbest. She squeezes the halves of my wound together, places
her lipson my lips, and spitsalittle bit of me back into me. A little bit of me, mixed with her. | don’t
know it at the time, but she' s bitten her tongue just before darting it into my mouth. Different vampires do
it different ways, and thisishers. A French kissfrom aFrench vampire.

Pulling back, she closes my mouth with thetips of her fingers and makes an exaggerated swallowing
gesture. So | swallow, and when | do, | can fed the skin of my stomach tug in around wherethe gash is.
Orwas. | canfed the skin going tight, stitching itsalf back together.



She finds some water in the moonlight. 1t’s not that hard. There are puddles everywhere—all of them
suddenly on fireto my new vampire eyes. She washes her hands, and then washeswhat will be my last
scar. My new belly button. The bull’ s-eye 1suzu found with that bread knife of hers.

And after that we play charades.

In the moonlight, in the middle of France, in the middle of World War 11, with mortar flashing in the
distance, an old French vampire and her new American caf play guessing games. First word, two
gyllables. She pointstoward the east, and then mimes“ sunrise” by raising afist in adow arc abovethe
horizon of her opposite am. She mimes“death” by choking hersdf with both hands. “Hide’—my
borrowed jacket, hitched over her head asif to shield her from the rain. “ Slegp”—head tilted to a pillow
of pressed hands.

I nod, and nod, and then nod, again.
Sunlight will kill me. Got it.

“Am | like Dracula?’ | ask, and she nods her head: Y es. She holds up afinger: But. She shakes her
head: No.

So I'm ayes-and-no Dracula and one of those yessesisthe part about being killed by sunlight. “What
about crosses?’ | ask. “What about garlic?’

But she just smilesthose big dog teeth of hers and brushes the hair off my forehead. Leaning in, she
places akissthere, till stained with my own blood. Shelifts her sunglasses, reveding those black-black
eyes, winks, whispers aBonsoir, and then disgppears into the same French nowhere she came from.

And that’ s how she leaves it—that’ s how she leavesme, not-dying in the middle of World War
[1.Not-dying —but filling up with a thousand different questions.

Can | turninto things?
Dol dill have areflection?
Why does everything seem so bright when it s <till night out?

Canl pray if | fill want to? And who'll answer meif | do?

My savior taught me the bare minimum | needed to know to survive my first daybreak; therest | had to
figure out for myself. Shewasn't being crud, just economicd. | needed to know what would kill mefor
sure, and shetold me. Therest was redlly about whatwouldn't kill me, despite Hollywood and its myths.
And s0 | worked my way through a series of pleasant surprises. Being immune to bullets? That brought a
smileto my facethefirst timeit camein handy. Garlic? Crosses? How was | supposed to avoid those
thingsin Europe, of dl places? So it was nice to know | didn’t haveto, finding mysdf staring a my
former savior without going poof. And that’s how my vampire lessons usualy went—an Oops, followed
by an Oh, followed by an Okay.

Asfar astherest of therest of it, like learning how to feed myself? The movies got that part right. Not
that | needed amovieto tell mewhat to do. Y ou get hungry enough, and your body lets you know. After



al, even anewborn can find its mother’ s breadt.

Iforgot about the calendar.

| gave up days, and | gave up counting them. | wasimmorta; what was time to me? And anyway, | was
too busy learning dl the rules and privilegesthat came with my field promotion up the food chain. When
the wesather grew cold, my breath didn’t do anything specid. It came out just asinvisbly aswhen it was
warm. And when the snowflakes started faling, they rested on my skin, unmelted—which wasalittle
disconcerting—but | didn’'t read into it any further than that. | didn't seeit asareminder. | didn’'t takeit
asaclueto what was coming.

And o those first few months as anew vampire went smoothly, in blissful ignorance. We were—thank
God—at war. | had aclearly defined enemy that the U.S. government sincerely wanted meto kill. The
fact that killing also meant afree mea? Well, two birds with one stone. And war really ismuch more fun
when you don't have to worry about the bullets—when al you have to stay out of the way of isthe big
exploding stuff. Oh, sure, | had to stay away fromhails of bullets; one good sweep from a machine gun
and you could just tear me dong the dotted line. But al in dl, my attitude toward war had lightened up
considerably.

until...

I’ d been technicaly AWOL but still doing my job, at least a night. And | was sneaking up on my
soupdu jour —my little Sauerkraut—who’ d been cut off from histroop. Hejust sat there, shiveringin his
foxhole, wearing his dick-shaped helmet, whispering to himself in German. | figured he was probably
cursing himsdf for being stupid and getting lost, but doing it quietly. Too quietly for morta ears, but. ..this
wasn't hislucky day.

Or night.Nacht.

| wasthinking to mysdf, Thisis not your luckynacht, when out of the whispered gibberish | heard the
very word | wasthinking:

“Nacht.”

It was being sung—quietly, again, but...

It was being sung to the tune of “ Silent Night.” And just like that, | remembered what day it was.

Or night.Nacht.

So | put alittle moonlight between his body and its head.

Andyes, | know, I’ ve already told you: that’ s not the proper way. It's not necessary, and it’s not
practical. For onething, it makes everything much more difficult, like trying to drink from agarden hose

that’ s running too fast. But | couldn’t helpit. If he'd been aradio, | would have thrown him acrossthe
room, or smashed him to bitswith my fit.



“Acting out.”

That’ swhat the crowd that’ s dways talking about their fedingswould say. They'd say | wasredly
beating myself up, or ripping off my own head. And they’ d beright. Kind of. Iwasfuriousfor having
forgotten about Christmas while this stupidNazi remembered, even thoughl had more reason for
remembering than just about anybody.

And so | started thinking about my dad and how he died, and how | didn’t, and wouldn’t, and there was
nobody there.

Nobody except for me and adead Nazi, lying on the snow-covered earth under a star-crowded sky. So
when my eyes sarted leaking, | let them. | let my tears turn the snow red—at least where my dinner
hadn’t stained it already. And when my bloody tears started freezing to my face, well...that’ swhy | didn’t
cry & my father’ sgrave. That’ swhy | saved it for the bathroom, flushing and flushing over the sound of
me bawling my eyesout. | just didn’t want to get frosthite.

That'sall.

Now it didn’t matter. Bullets didn’t matter, so frostbite sure as hdll didn’t. Which iswhen | started
thinking about it—my warmth, and how foolishly I'd wasted it while | ill had it. Now the snow wouldn’t
even melt on my skin, and my breathing left the cold night air unsmudged. Now | wasjust areptile,
cold-blooded, and cold-hearted, and left out in the cold.

“I wasjust thirteen,” | whispered to the dead Nazi, the stars, and snow.

“Dammit,” | added to the no one who listensto vampire prayers.

Some critics thinkFrankenstein is autobiographica. They point to Mary Shelley’ s mother, who died
giving lifeto her daughter. They suggest that Mary wasraised to fed like amongter hersalf. A monster
who'd killed her creator and grew to despise her own existence, the unfixable past, the unpayable debt.

That’ sagood theory. Here' sanother:

MaybeFrankenstein isjust about growing up. Puberty. Maybeit’s about suddenly having the power to
create life and not knowing what to do with it. That’ sthe Dr. Frankenstein part of growing up. But

there’ sthe mongter part, too. The part where you fed pulled together from mismatched parts. Shelley
wrote about her monster when she was gill adewy young girl, not yet twenty. And who among us wasn't
alittle monstirous when we were going through al those changes, our voices splintering, hair sprouting in
the oddest of places, full of strange new desires?

A mongter.

That’show | felt, there and then, under those mute, judging stars. | felt like amonster. | hadn’t up until
that point. | felt likeawar hero. | felt like agood guy doing good guy stuff, taking aliterd bite out of the
Nazi war machine. | wasaregular Sergeant Y ork with fangs. But then Christmas came, and nearly went
unnoticed, unmarked, ungrieved —and bingo:

I’'m Frankengtein. I'm Dracula. I’ m the fucking Wolf Man.



Every vampire goesthrough this. It'sdl about dying. Dying, and who hasto, and who doesn't haveto
anymore.

Fedling mongtrousis just what happens, when you' re distracted by watching death shrink in the rearview
mirror and don’t notice that Mack truck full of grief barreling right for you. Vampires know this.
Vampiredearn this, sometimes sooner, sometimes later. But we ve dl gone through that period of
retroactive grief. It goes by different names—the vampire blues, the mourning after, vampire survivor
syndrome—but it al comes down to the same thing. Imagine mourning—again, and dl a once—every
loved onein your entirelifewho' s ever died. Imagine each hitting harder than it did thefirst time,
becausethis time you know better. Y ou don’t buy the inevitability of death anymore. Now you know that
life and death are choices.

So choose...

[look over at Isuzu, leaning her head against my passenger window like a see-through pillow.
See-through, but for the fog she' s breathing on it, snoring her little-girl snore. Sawing teeny-tiny
bal sa-wood logs. Dreaming her Cinderella dreams of a mother’ s miracul ous escape, and the
unimaginable, mud-free palace I’m whisking her off to. Aspromised. Along with the phonethat’ll ring,
oncethe coast isclear.

Watching her, | remember abumper sticker | used to see. Thiswas back when | grew my hair long, so
it would fall over my eyes, hiding them from al the two-toned onestrying to get a better look at what
made me not quite right. The bumper sticker was about one of those arguments we don’'t have anymore.
One of those arguments that people with two-toned eyes got al bent out of shape over:

“I"'m achild, not achoice”

That' swhat the bumper sticker said, the one that’ s just popped into my head, watching Isuzu as she
deegps. And you know, I’ vejust got to smileto mysdif.

That’ swhat you think, kiddo...

Choices.

That’ swhat going crazy isal about. Choices and not making them. When you go crazy, you losethe
ability to discriminate. Good from bad. Love from hate. Giving afuck fromnot.

| went alittle crazy after my not-so-silent night. And when | did, | stopped caring about the sorts of
helmets my victimswore or if they wore any helmetsat dl. | dso stopped caring about the difference
between moderation and excess. And | began to kill, not for the cause of democracy, or freedom, or
food, or even to stop some greater evil. No. | killed because my victims were killable. They harbored
insde them the ability to dierather easily, and | wanted to see what I" d given up. It wasresearch. A
survey of mortdity. | wanted to see the faces it made—this being mortal—when it fulfilled its detiny.
And like any good survey, mine was demographicaly diverse. It included Germans, Americans, dlies,
enemies, men, women, children, adog, afew horses. Pretty much anything with aface | could look into,
and apair of eyesinfront of abrain that could shut down.



| think 1 was looking for someone who could tell mewhat | needed to know. | had afew questions |
wanted answered. And the person who could answer them would be the one who made the same face
while dying that my father made. | was on aquest, like Prince Uncharming, looking for the foot to match
the glass dipper. And when | found that face, we d have our winner. I’ d take them al theway into my
father’ sdying face, back them out again, and ask my questions.

Areyou sorry | brought you back?

If I were your son and didn’t bring you back, would you ever forgive me? Would you haunt my dreams,
given the chance?

That’swhat | think the plan was, but what do | know? | was crazy.

| never did get to ask my questions. Instead, my victims were the ones doing al the asking—assuming |
didn’t biteinto their voice boxes just to keep them quiet. And the questions they asked wereredlly just
one

Why?

The one who stopped me being crazy was the onewho didn’t ask, “Why?" She didn’t plead for her life
or even seem terribly surprised. When | revedled my fangs and intentions, she merdly said,” Danke,” and
tilted her neck to give me aclearer shot.

Wewerein anightclub in alittle Bavarian nowhere. The town hadn’t been bombed yet because of the
limited military applicationsfor chocolate and porcdain. | was wearing the uniform of a German officer
who didn’t need it anymore and entered the nightclub with no questions asked.

My condition had taken aturn for the decidedly worse. At the moment, it was leading me to take bigger
and more public risks. Why? Who knows? Maybe | was that famous crimina who really wantsto get
caught; maybe | wasjust crazy, like| said before. But there| was, in aroom full of Germans, unableto
speak the language beyond afew essentias likeScheisse, Nacht, danke, auf Wiedersehen. And what was
| planning to do? Nothing much—just public murder. That, and watching the faces of dl those polite
Naziswhen ageyser of arterial blood sprayed acrosstheir crisp white tablecloths. For agrin. A smile. A
chuckle,

But she spoiled it al with herDanke and willingness.

She was seated toward the back, lit only by aglobed candle. | picked her, | think, for the whiteness of
her skin. It legpt out a my vampire eyes, overexposed—more real than red. A flashbulb sitting in aroom
full of dim bulbs. Plus, it reminded me of me. Her skin was nearly aspale asmineand | dmost skipped
her, figuring it must be cabaret makeup. Biting through makeup always fedsweird—greasy—like you're
doing aclown. But then | noticed the lacing of blue veins showing through, and the matter was settled.

Her.I’d do her. Here, now. In full view.

Therewas an empty chair next to her, but she didn’t check her watch, didn't fidget or look around like
she was expecting someoneto join her. Instead, she seemed to be looking at the backs of her own hands
asif they were suddenly as mysterious as street maps from Mars. Therewas asinger up front singing
some awful German torch song, but my chosen didn’t seem to care, or even notice. Her own mysterious



hands were of far greater interest.

| approached her table with adrink and my not-nearly-enough German. When shelooked up, | mimed
introducing her and the drink to each other and then placed it down between her dead-white hands.

“Danke,” she said, picking up the glassand tilting it back, clearly intending to down it in asingle gulp.
When she looked at me over therim, | smiled, letting my fangs show, and then winked. | dready had one
of her handsin mine and was ready to yank her forward, ready to cup ahand to her mouth before she
could scream or plead or ask, “Why?’" like the others. But no. She winked back, placed her drink down,
and said,” Danke,” again, but asadgh thistime.

And then shetilted her neck. That’ swhen her hair dipped dightly to one side. For asecond, | imagined
she was wearing amask, one she was about to pull off with a“Ta-dal” to revead agrinning skull
underneath. The truth was alittle different, but not much. 1t was awig she was wearing, not amask, and
the skull underneath till had skin onit, but little ese. She had what my friend Fuzzy had, but the adult
version, and was pretty closeto thefinish line. As| later learned, she' d come to the club with asmall
pharmacy of deeping pillsin her purse. Her parents were dead, her soldier husband recently killed, and
therewasno oneelse.

Her biggest fear wasn't dying done; it was going undiscovered until the smell gave her away. She knew
it redly didn’t matter, but she couldn’t stand thinking about the flies and the bloating up, her skin splitting
open like overripe fruit and being remembered only asthat stink, the one that lingered in the hallway for
days until someone finaly broke down the door.

So she came hereto die, where she’ d be found promptly, or at least by last cdll.

Asaway of dying, | was as good as an overdose, with the advantage that my way |eft less to chance.

Or soit would seem. She smiled eagerly and I....1 justcouldn’t. | guessthis must be how women fed!
about men when it’s painfully obvious how much we need to get laid. There she was—wanting it, needing
it—and | just couldn’t. | tried miming around my lack of German again, covering my fangswith my hand,
shaking my head.

“Nein,”l sad.

“Ja,” she said, pulling my hand away. She tapped the artery running down the side of her white, white
neck.“Ja...”

“Fuck,” | muttered out of frustration.

Her eyeswidened. She made an “ okay” with her thumb and index finger before darting another finger
into theO. “Ja?’ she sad, asif she hadn’t considered this dternative to public suicide, but now that she
had...sure, shewas game. A last tumble before dying? That sounded just dandy. She smiled again, in
that too-needy way, as| clapped ahand to my forehead. | dmost said “Fuck” again, but didn’t need to.
My “no” was clear. My aim perfect. Her head dropped and shook.

And then everything changed.
| started thinking about Fuzzy, who sent all her classmates sympathy cards before she passed. And then

| went back to looking at this pleading, dying woman who' d gone back to looking at her hands. That's
when it happened. That’ s when a thought—just aword—popped into my head:



Choose...
Y ou get to choose. What you hold on to, and what you let go. What you kill, and what you save.
And so | tapped the hand of my Fuzzy here-and-now.

Shelooked up, her eyes shiny with thislatest insult—she couldn’t even get avampireto kill her. Tokill
heror fuck her.

| pointed at my heart. “Me,” | said. | pointed a hers. “You,” | said. | made aswirling motionin the
space between our hearts.

“We,” | said.” Auf Wiedersehen, ja?’ | walked two sets of fingers across the tabletop toward an
uncertain future.

The dying woman looked at me, her eyes both sad and bemused. | imagined what she was thinking: Of
dl thevampiresindl theginjointsintheworld... She sghed. Shrugged.

“Ja,"she sad, pulling her wig straight. “ Okie-dokie,” she added, using the English she had with the
vampire she got.

I’ve never donethisbefore,” | said, later, in the gpartment she didn’t want her corpse stinking up. “ So, if
youdie...” | might aswell have been taking to thewall, but | was nervous, so | kept ongoing. “...well,
it snot likethat wasn't Plan A, right?’

By thistime, | aready knew about the pharmacy in her purse, and even understood about her fear of
being found too late. Thefirst wasjust amatter of letting me look ingde; the latter involved sign
language—her hands crossed over her chest, posed for desth, followed by pinching her nose, making a
face, fanning thear.

My intentions were somewhat more difficult to communicate, but | gaveit ashot. Firdt, | mimed fangs,
crooking two fingers and holding them in front of my red fangs. | then placed my fang fingersto the sde
of her neck.

“Ja,” she nodded, followed by crossing her hands over her chest again.
“Nein,’l sad.

| wanted to let her know not only that | wasn't going to kill her, but that she would never die. | noticed a
calendar on thewall. The month wasin German, but the year—we had those in common. So | ripped off
apage and turned it around to the blank side. | drew alittle tombstone with two yearson it andX -ed it
out. Next, | drew another with just abirth year and adot, dot, dot. | underlined this one.

“Nein,”| repeated.

“Nein?’ she echoed, alittle confused by the concept. | was going to bite her—ja,she got that—but
shewasn't going to die? She shook her head and | could tell she was having ahard time with the
not-dying part. | supposeif you' ve accepted your own death to the point of planning the where, when,
and how, theidea of immortality isalittle hard to buy. For me, when | was breathing my not quitelast,



death was the thing | was having a hard time buying. So when my degath got vetoed, it kind of made sense
to me, seeing as| redly hadn't believed in it to begin with. But for her, death had been bought and paid
for; she'd taken it for atest drive; she'd driven it off the lot. What the hell did I mean, no?

“Nein,”l nodded.“ Ja. Nein.”

Shelet her head drop, shook it doubtfully, but then looked up again. She shrugged. “ Okie-dokie,” she
sad.

And then she stood there.
And | stood there.
Shelooked at me.

| looked &t her.

Wewerelike a shy young couple, meeting each other for thefirst time on this, our wedding night.
Because that’ swhat vamping'slike. Sure, it's not exactly the birds and the bees—more like bats and
mosguitoes—but itis the way vampiresincrease their numbers. It' sintimate. Bodily fluids are exchanged.
Life-changing decisons are made.

And for the vampire doing the deed, performance anxiety becomes an issue.

Sure, if you' re vamping somebody they are, by definition, avirgin. And that usualy helps, except for that
first timewhen it’ sthefirgt timefor both of you. And when you' re the product of a hit-and-run vamping
like me, with no mentor to show you the ropes, that first time at bat makes murder seem like the better
idea. At least with murder the victim does't smirk at you when you' re done. She doesn’t blow smokein
your face, either, or act like she’ sbeen killed by much better killers than you.

So | decided to keep murder open as an option, should things turn ugly—or sarcagtic. That lifted agood
part of the burden. Therest was just amatter of getting started with those calm, death-accepting eyes
trained on me.

| began by touching her face without benefit of prehesting. She flinched ever so dightly at the cold. Her
eyesflickered the briefestNein. But that was enough. | lunged, unhinging my jaw like a snake opening up
for arabbit. | clamped on. She whimpered. | took her al the way down to hell’ s parking garage, and
then | stopped.

| disengaged. | stepped back. Looked at her. She was pale before; she was practically trand ucent now.
Thiswasthetimeto doit. | remembered the kissthat brought me squalling into the dark. And so | reset
my jaw and wiped my mouth free of any resdud gore. | bit my tongue and placed my lips on her barely
warmer lips. | let my bleeding tongue dip between, and into. After that, it was up to her. She'd know
what to do, just like ababy knows what to do with its mother’ s breast.

And boy, did she ever know!

Golf bals, garden hoses. Gerbils, drinking straws. Whatever tasteless comparison you can think
of—that’ s how hard she could suck. Like her life depended on it. Whichiit did, of course.

At one point, | worried about my tongue coming out by itsroots. | worried that she' d tear thet little flap



of skin underneath. It didn’t, and she didn’t. Shedid bite afew extra holesin my tongue, but they healed
over quickly enough.

The humming didn’t start until about midway through. It started as amoan, then became ahum. Mmmm.
Just like one of those Campbell Soup kids. She'd thrown her strengthening arms around me, one cupping
the back of my neck, the other wrapping itsalf around my waist, pulling me closer. | waswanted and |
wasn't going anywhere. And then the humming started. Mmmm. Thiswas good, thisthing we were
doing—that’ swhat the hum wasfor. That' swhat it meant. Thisthing we were doing was good enough to
hum abouit.

So shedid. And | did back.

Eventudly, our hipsfound each other. And when they did, they ground a bit. The humming continued. It
got louder, and then softer, in waves. Even after, it continued, our new, shared language.

“Mmmm,” shemmmm’d.

“Mmmm,” | mmmm’d back.

That was my first benevolent vamping. And | liked it. I liked it alot.

| liked it so much | did morein the eveningsto follow, all women, dl attractive, dl very grateful
afterward. The hard part was holding back the smile that seemed permanently stitched to my face.

Eventualy, | had to leave that music box of acity. I’d arted to get known. A set of black marble eyes
would show up with atwo-toned pair, explaining in German that | was the guy she' d been told abouit.
When | heard my name shouted one evening from across theStrasse, in an accent that rhymed it with
“Marsalles” | knew it wastime for Marty the Vampireto leave.

About aweek later, the music box wasincinerated. The chocol ate vaporized. The porcdain, pummeled.
And dl my littleimmortals were reacquainted with their mortdity.

| Sghed after hearing the news. If that’ swhat being good got you, what good was being good? And so |

decided to put benevolence asde. There was awar on, after all. There wasawar on, and it would il
be going on long after thisslly world war was history.

Isuzu tirs. She turns her deeping face and breathes out abubble of spit. It jiggles there, capping theO of
her lips, catching the shine of the moon coming through the windshield.

| haveto. Sometimes, aman’s just gotta do what a man’ s gotta do.
| popit.

| reach over with my smallest finger—the pinky. Dart in, out. Smile. Mischief accomplished, | go back to
driving usto my apartment, feding much less mature, and much better for it.

But then, suddenly:



“Mom?’

Theword'sjust therein the car withusand | didn’t say it. When | look back at Isuzu, her eyes are il
closed. I’ d forgotten that people can do that—can talk in their deep. When everybody you know deeps
at the sametime, you tend to forget what it looks like from the outside.

It looks nice, and | wait for more words, but none come. Instead, Isuzu stirs again. She wrestleswith
something in her deep. Her brow furrows; her teeth set. Her lips begin moving asif she’'s chewing on
something tiny. Like aseed, perhaps. Or maybe a cherry pit. She seems undecided whether to spit or
not. Her throat just kegpsworking at it, going up and down, until it works something clear out of the
corner of her eye. That'swhen | begin to wonder about my little POW, her mom, and my story. That's
when | gtart to think about what it iswe swallow when there' sredly no other choice.

4
What Died?

Isuzu shits.

Thisoccursto melater than it should, but I’ ve got an excuse. Shitting’ s not something vampires do, and

| just forgot. There were no reminders back at the hole—no foul bucket, no means by which wiping
could be achieved, no flatulentid air clinging to the muddy walls. Of course, theywere living in the woods,
which are notorious for being shat in by everything, from popesto bears. So no. It didn’t occur to me
that 1suzu might need to shit until we' re dready in the car, headed back to my gpartment. She' s ill
adeep, grinding her blunt little teeth, when suddenly it becomes obviousthat not al the noises coming
from her side of the car are benign.

“Jesus Chrigt, kiddo,” | whisper, rolling down my window. “What crawled up your ass and died?’

That’smy dad talking. That was hisfavorite saying anytime anyone farted. Or floopsed. My dad would
never say “fart.” Floops—that was hisword. “Who floopsed?’ he' d ask, followed by the dead-assline.
Followed by “Light amatch” or “My eyesarewatering” or “What you been egting, boy?’

But there’ s no need to ask who floopsed thistime. There' sonly one floopser inthe car, and it isn't me.
And if there' sfloopsing being donethis early in the game, it' sonly ametter of time before something
more subgtantia follows.

Which brings up another problem with thiswhole delayed gratification thing—having to ded with dl the
shit that comes aong in the meantime. I’ m tempted to just admit defeat, pull over to the side of theroad,
and dive in with both fangs.

“Sorry, kiddo,” I'd say, “but | forgot how nasty you things can be.”

But | don't.

| don't because the stink is still pretty heavy and it stops my appetite from rising to thetask. So | rall

down my window alittle more and keep on driving, wondering what ese my little shit factory isgoing to
spring on me between now and medtime.



After the last war—the one my benevolent buddiesand | “won” by flipping the odds—after that, the
world seemed like one big broken heart. It waslike everybody had just broken up with somebody else,
al these things vampires didn’t have usesfor anymore just Sitting there, making our eyeslesk, reminding
us of what we' d given up to live forever. And o, like jilted lovers, we went through the Big Purge.
Bonfireswereinvolved; ditto, wrecking bals; and pits, and landfills, and tankers dumping ton after ton of
our ex-world into the deeper ends of the deeper oceans. Plates were flung like Frisbeesinto brick walls
or shot out of the night sky like skeet. Forks and spoons were melted down. We recycled what we
could, and brutalized what we couldn't, taking out our heartbreak inincreasingly crestive, increasingly
violent ways, until it looked like we might actualy succeed.

That’ swhen some of us started getting nostalgic. Started hoarding. Started boxing, shrink-wrapping,
dipping into specidly made collectors bags. | once saw afriend handling agreasy french fry deevewith
tweezers and white cotton gloves. “Bresathe deep,” heinstructed. “ That’ slard, buddy boy. Not peanut
oil. Not oleo.Redl lard...”

Old restaurant menus—back from when the variety of thingsto eat had to be written down to keep it al
straight—menus aretrés retro andtrés hot. | saw one from Big Boy go for $500 on eBay—and that’s
with half the lamination missing.

An actua Big Mac, set in ablock of acrylic as a paperweight—agrand, easy.

An unopened can of Diet Coke...

A fifth of Seegram’s...

A frying pan...

A potato pedler...

SAlt, pepper, thyme, oregano.

An aspirin. A single, generic aspirin: twenty-five bucks, name brand: thirty.

I"'m thinking about dl this now, because of afart and what it foretels. And I’'m thinking eBay and | are
going to be very good friends. | can see that aready, listening to Isuzu grunt out another one next to me. |
can see my future, and the hundred different thingsthat’ || break my heart just taking them out of the UPS
box, with their Styrofoam peanuts, their certificates of authenticity.

“Look, Isuzu,” | imagine saying in that not-too-distant future.

“Toilet paper.”

| imagine pausing, ligening.

“Yes, of course” | Sgh animaginary sgh. “Thesoft kind.”



Bathroom-going isnot something my apartment isready for. | have the bathroom, yes, withasink, a
shower, and even atoilet, but the last has been turned off for decades. | use it as a planter now—alot of
vampires do. We used to just rip them out, but that got to be more trouble than it was worth. For one
thing, the sanitation department chargesto haul them away and then the landfill tacks on amonthly
storage fee, like you'll be asking for it back anytime soon. They used to dump them into the nearest river,
but you dump enough of anything into ariver and it getsalittle higher than it should. Which iswhen the
flooding starts. Which iswhen the dumps start charging storage fees and toilets start making good
planters.

Me, I've got Venusflytrapsin the tank, and asmal cactus garden in the bowl. It mirrors my
personaity—ypredatory and prickly.

Ormirrored. Past tense.

If Isuzu’ s going to be spending any timein my gpartment, she’ sgoing to learn to use atoilet. Thisain't no
woods, missy; you can't just take asguat wherever you fed likeit. Whichiswhy | find mysalf knedling
before my toilet-turned-planter, turning it back into atoilet after al these years.

It swhilel’m pulling up traps and cacti that | start wondering if I’'m letting a golden opportunity go down
the drain. Nostalgic vampires collect more than just menus and saltshakers. Some collect shit. No, not
kitschy crap, but honest-to-Godred shit. | understand pricing is driven by two main criteria Sze, and the
presence of identifiable...elements.Corn, blueberries, abloated bit of french fry—these al contribute to
making one piece of shit worthier than another. To their collectors, a least. And it occursto methet this
“delayed gratification” businessis bound to get expensive. So why not put Isuzu’ slittle butt to work?

The smdl of fertilizer tllsmewhy not.

It' s because sdlling shit means doing business with the sort of people whobuy shit. It means getting into
arguments with shitkickers about whether your shit’ s for-rea people shit, and not just some dog shit or
cat shit or—who knows?—horseshit you' re trying to pass off as the gen-you-wine article. And that’ sjust
bullshit, man.Tota bullshit.

And 0| finish cleaning out the bowl and the tank. | scoop out sand, and fertilizer, and potting soil by the
handful. | tap the pipesto break up any dirt that may have gotten caked there, go over it al with the
vacuum hose, tap some more, suck some more, scratch at astubborn clod with my thumbnail. | squirt a
little WD-40 on the rusty knob under the tank. It squeaks like something small and rodential being
drangled, but then the water starts giggling out, filling the tank.

Straightening up, | brush some dust off my knees and pronounce it good to go. So to speak.

It' s after the float valve closes off that | make the mistake of flipping the handle. It sjust atest run. I'm
just making sure everything still workstheway it’s supposed to. And it does. Dear God Almighty, doesit
ever. It workslike a bastard.

Thenoise!

The noise of atoilet flushing in an gpartment building that hasn’t had atoilet flushed withinits
rusty-pipe-hiding walsin acouple of decadesisthe kind of noisethat kinda...stands out. It’ s different
from the sound of water going down the drain from ashower. It’s.. .throatier.More percussive. Pipes
grown accustomed to polite dribbles and drabs rattle in protest, banging their coppery joints against the
plasterboard asif to say, Whatthe fuck were you thinking?



Asif tojoin that other banging, coming from your front door.

“Hey Marty, didjahear that?’

“Wherethe hel didthat come from?’

“Wasthat what itsounded like?’

And me—what dol haveto say?

Nothing.

| just tiptoe around my apartment, switching off twenty-watt bulbs here and there. | St then, niceand

gill. I hold my breath in the dark, listening to the duicing of water behind my too-thinwalls. And
l...don't...say...shit.

Imoved Isuzu from the front seet to the trunk for the last few miles of our trip. It'sa safety precaution.
Agan. And she' still out there, in the trunk, while I’ m insde the apartment, getting thingsreadly. If it
wasn't so cold, | would have tried passing her off asa Screamer.

“Just say ‘fuck’ alot,” I'dtdll her, if it wasn't so cold.
“Add afew ‘bagtards,’ ” I’d add, if her al-too-seeable breath wasn't such a dead giveaway.

I’ve thought about having her take a deep breath and then just making arun for it. But that won’t work
and | know it. My neighbors are a curious bunch. All it takesisthe sound of acar pulling into the parking
lot, and there go dl those heavy sunproof drapes, parting like the Red Sea. They see me walking toward
the building with Isuzu and they’ re stopping us, steam or no steam.

“So, who' ghis ?’
“Niece”

“Redlly...” They’d pause. Look Isuzu up and down, trying to catch aglimpse of her eyes, her teeth. Was
that ablush rising in her cheeks? Why wasn't she shouting?“Why... 7’

“Leukemia” I'd say.

“Redlly...” And they’ d just stand there, tsk-tsking in their vampire heads, letting the clock run until Isuzu
either passes out or lets go. And after that. ..snap!Life sucks, and then you die. There wouldn't be any
negotiation; therewouldn’'t beany “May |,” “Please,” or “Thanks.” Delayed gratification? Fuck that.
They'd just dig right in. Isuzu would be off her feet and horizonta in a heartbest, her ankles squeezed
together in one hand, the top of her head eagle-clawed with the other, her neck bent just so and aready
clamped between those greedy fangs. And afterward—after the body was drained and the cob picked
clean—my neighbor, whichever oneit was, would look a my scowling face, sncerely confused.

“Did you want some?’ they’ d ask, now that it was no longer an issue. They’ d blink their innocent shark
eyes. “You should have said something if...”



“Skipit,” I'd say, pissed, but partly to blame. What was | thinking, waving around a stack of hundreds
in the bad part of town?

No. The only way to get Isuzu insde safely isto do it under the cover of daylight. So that’ sthe plan. I've
aready showed her how to kick out the backseat from inside the trunk. I’ ve aready promised to leave
my door open.

“It' son thefourth floor,” I’ vetold her. “ Do you know how many that is?’

She' saready nodded her head.

“Show me.”

And she did, holding up the appropriate number of fingers. “Good.” | wrote the apartment number on a
dip of paper and handed it to her. “Look for this on the outside of the door,” | said. “ Turn the knob with
both hands and push hard. It icks alittle sometimes. | should probably il it, but...”

“What if my mom calsbeforeit gets daytime?

“Huh?’ And then | remembered. “ Oh, yeah. Il take amessage, okay. I’ll write everything down. |
promise.” | paused. “But | don't think she' Il be calling tonight, kiddo. She’ s gonna be pretty busy doing
vampire Suff.”

“What kind of vampire stuff?’

“Well, toothpaste, for one. She's gonna have to buy abrand-new tube of specia vampire toothpaste.
For her fangs. And a new toothbrush, too.”

Isuzu smiled. She knew | was pulling her leg.
“ And mouthwash for her bat breath,” she added, al on her own, following it with the flattest, most
restrained little tee-hee laugh I’ ve ever heard. It was adon't-let-them-hear-us-laugh laugh. If | wasn't

planning to kill her anyway, it would have come dangeroudy closeto breaking my heart.

“Good one,” | said, and she tee-heed again. “ Seep tight, kiddo,” | added. “Don’t let the bedbugs...” |
didn’t want to say “bite,” and so | didn't. | just left the bedbugs hanging there.

“Don’t let themwhat 7’ |suzu asked, not ready to let me off the hook so eadlly.
“Um,” | said, galing, and then:

“Tickleyour toes” | said, tickling with al my might, trying to raise the volume on that stifled little laugh.
But al | got was more of the same.

“Tee-heg” she went, as steady as a pacemaker, as quiet as afrightened little cliché.

What were you thinking?



That'swhat my heart wantsto know, as| st in my darkened apartment, trying not to squesk. Just like
that little girl in my trunk. The one who shits. The one who must be prepared for. The one who' s dready
tried tokill me, who'll be padding around my gpartment al day long, while I’ m just lying here,
unconscious, defensaless.

Thisisyour definition of smart?my heart asks.

It'sbeen ahdf hour since the toilet faux pas. The pipes have stopped banging, and so have my
neighbors. Now there sjust my heart, banging against my rib cage, trying to knock some senseinto me,
from theingde ouit.

What7t mocks.She needs you dive to answer a phone?

So| click onthelights again and try to see everything fresh, through maybe-till-vengeful, mortal eyes.
Okay, the kitchen knife istaken care of. I’ ve locked that in my glove compartment. That’ s agood Start.

Now, there' sjust everything else.

All the stuff in my gpartment that might be turned against me, given world enough and plenty of daylight.
My hammer, for instance. The hammer and various hammerable things. Like my sex toy knives.
Screwdrivers. The longer nails. Hell, even apencil jammed up my nostril with agood whack. The
matches have to go. Same for flammable liquids. My hacksaw. The nastier power tools. My bowling ball.
Other heavy, skull-crushing, droppable things. Wires of any appreciable length and something to useasa
spindle—something to loop around my neck, twigt, and tighten like agarrote, cutting my head from my
body like acheese cutter cutting through cheese. ..

The casters on my bed!

Even the casters on my bed could be used against me. And so | remove them apost at atime, to make
whedling me toward an open window lesslikely. | locate my handcuffs, too, just in case shetries
dragging my deeping body out of bed and into the path of some heavy-duty sunshine.

And if you should die before you wake?my heart tap-taps.

| look a al my stuff with my own eyes again, wondering if thisisthelast timeI’ll be seeing it. My books
and CDs. My gtereo, TV, and computer. My gliding rocker and sofa. My so-caled coffee table, stained
with overlapping rings of dried blood like somelogo for the vampire Olympics...

Not good,my heart says, and my brain agrees.

So | fan out some magazinesto hide the stains—no need to incite my little guest with carelessreminders.
And then | go back to looking at my gpartment, thistime with adifferent set of morta eyes. Not vengeful
S0 much aswary. Leery. On guard.

There. That. That'sano-no.

The framed poster of BelaLugos, his cape in full spread? What seemed so retro hip before now seems
alittle tasteless. And so down it comes, and behind the sofait goes, Belafacing thewall asif he' sbeing
punished for al my vampiresins.

Ditto the old Red Cross pogter, beseeching dl to “Give the Gift of Life.”



And thelV stand turned into areading lamp.
And the pens made to |ook like hypodermics; the hypodermics made to act like pens.
The unopened box of Count Choculal got off eBay.

The postcards featuring old crime scene photos, the blood leaking out black as oil onto the
flashbulb-bleached pavement, soaking through the doppily draped sheet, each with some variation of the
same message scribbled on the back:

“Mmmm. Tagty...”

My, how witty we vampires are, in our one-track, one-note way. And how pathetic it al seems now,
looked at from the other Side of the tracks.

And then there are al those reminders of the desth we no longer fear—the bones of my little necropolis
scattered here and there. The human skull. The shrunken head. The mummified hand, palm up and
waiting for my pocket change and keys. The casket handles on my kitchen cabinets. The

funeral -procession flags reduced to washcloths. The toe-tag bookmarks. The halved rib cage used for
sorting my mail. The death certificate coasters. The collage | made from dozens of different poison labels,
the skulls grinning more and moreironically the closer they get to being contemporary. The laminated
obituaries of famous dead people held to my blood-filled refrigerator by magnetsin the shape of bats,
tombstones, skulls...

| get agarbage bag and begin grabbing. This, this, this, and that. That, that, that, and this. It takes nearly
an hour to re- (or rather un-) vamp my apartment, by which time the sky has started growing pink in the
eadt. The ten-minute warning siren beginswhooping, caling al suckers back insde their varioudy
blinkered apartments. Rush hour. Last call. Bedtime. ..

The graveyard shift.

| can hear sports carsjust like mine screeching into the carport, footsteps running down the hall, front
doors opening and then damming shut. | check the lock on my front door—still open, as promised.

If | should die before | wake...

| pull the heavy drapes closed, and then head to the bedroom. 1t sas I’ m closing the door that | notice
it—askeleton key. I"d never paid much attention before—never redly needed to. | live done. Always
have. The only door I’ ve ever bothered locking isthe front one. If you had asked me beforeif there was
alock on my bedroom door, | would have asked for aminimum of two guesses. But thereitis. A
skeleton key. Of course.

Which means| can lock the door, ensuring for myself an extramargin of safety. If | want to. If | want to
play it safe. But if that’show | wanted to play it, I'd have drained Isuzu back at the hole. If | wanted to
play it safe, I'd fill have my air bags, and never would have found her in thefirst place.

| look at the key initshole. Should I?

Of course you should.



But...should 1?

On the plus side, leaving my bedroom door open could create theillusion of trust. Isuzu can't seethe
fact that I” ve hidden the more obvious implements of destruction, but if she checks my bedroom door
and it'slocked...that’ Il say I’'m hiding something, that | don’t trust her, and that | can’t betrusted in
return.

| look at the key initshole.

| close my eyesand try to picture Isuzu, lying therein my trunk, waiting for the last Siren to die down,
waiting for the metal over her head to warm afew degrees before pushing out the backsest, crawling
through and up and out. | imagine her clicking acrossthe agphdt in her little-girl plastic-soled shoes, the
oneswe' ve brought back with usfrom the hole, dong with her deflated air mattress, her “cat” food, and
afew piecesof clothing, still reeking from her farting, swesting humanity. She blinksin the bright sunshine,
but doesn't dart blistering, doesn’t start smoking, unlike yourstruly. Unlike everyone else yourstruly
knows. There are probably birdsin the sky. Isuzu probably stopsto look up at them flying by. Her little
heart probably bests fast, even though she knows sunlight is her guardian angel, looking out for her,
keeping her safe while her mother’ s away, dealing with her bat breath. She opensthe front door to my
building and sees al the darknessinside. Her little heart probably beats alittle faster. She probably
wondersif there’ s such athing as vampire insomniacs, and whether I’ d tell her if there were. Shelooks at
the sunlight, and then back at the dark. She runs up the four flightsto my apartment asfast as she can.
Checking the scrap of paper | gave her, shelocates the door, grabs the knob with both hands, twists,
pushesin, click-clicks across the hardwood floor. She starts checking doors—the spare bedroom, the
bathroom, my room.

Unlocked. Unlocked. Locked.

Her heart starts knocking some sense into her. She remembers me licking my fingers. And if shewasn't
thinking about killing me before, she startsto now. Shefills aglass with water—it’ s something she' s seen
her mom do—and usesit like a magnifying glass to catch some old newspapers on fire. She runs out and
down and sits on the hood of my car, watching awhole building full of vampiresgo up in smoke. I'll bet
she laughsthen. I'll bet she busts out of that flat little tee-hee and laughs her floopsing ass off.

The two-minute warning blows and | open my eyes, till aimed at the keyhole in my bedroom door. |
reach over and remove the key. Place it on my nightstand with aclick.

“Fuck it,” my mouth says.

And my heart? My heart can’t be reached for comment.

5
Jesus Wept

When | wake up, nothing’ s sticking up out of me that shouldn’t. Nothing’s smoking or crushed either.
Thereis the sound of something being crunched, however. And when | turn my head, there they
are—those two-toned eyes, floating above apair of cheeks, chipmunked around a hundred dollars
worth of very stale chocolate ceredl.



| have no idea how long Isuzu’ s been standing there, just watching me. Vampire degpismorelike
hibernation or acomathan deep. To morta eyes, we appear dead. Respiration drops to less than one
breeth per minute, and our heart rate dows to the bare minimum needed to prevent our blood from
turning to dudge. When we' re adeep, you could take a Black & Decker to our eyeballs and we
wouldn't flinch.

Isuzu crunches another handful and then notices that my too-pale eyelids have been replaced by the
shiny black of the night before. And before | can say anything—before she even swalows—she wantsto
know if I know him, pointing at the box, the cartoon fangs.

“Do | know Count Chocula?’ | echo, wondering how I’ d forgotten to include that with dl the other stuff
I’ve hidden away. | think about lying to he—think about reinventing Count Chocula as some vampiric
Santa Claus—but then | think better of it. The lie about her mother till being diveis plenty.

So: “Nope,” | say. “ 'Fraid not.”

“Oh,” Isuzu says, accepting the information with utter neutrality. She just had a question and wanted an
answer, but wasn't vested in the response elther way. Pure curiogity. No agenda. I’d dmost forgotten
that such athing was possble.

Isuzu grabs another handful from the box, cupsit to her mouth, chews. She staresat me with her big, till
human, gtill part-white eyes. She blinks. But it’ snot anormal blink. 1t'sablink theat’ s been thought about
and willed. She stops chewing, swallows, doesit again.

“My mom saysthisishow catsamile,” she says, blinking athird time.

Oh.

Okay.

| blink back. 1suzu smiles with her mouth, but then coversit, gifling agiggle. She blinksagain. | blink
back.

Sheblinks. | blink.

She. 1.

She. 1.

She. 1.

Shegiggles. It' stheflat tee-hee from before, but alittle looser, alittle faster, alittle louder.

Before, | used to wonder how it is one spends eternity. How do you Kill its numberless minutes, hours,
nights? Do you tinker it away? Do you putter it to death? Or do you just give up and disconnect your air

bags?
No.

No, the answer’ s as Ssmple as being akid. Remember what it was like to be akid, when forever was
just agiven, and doing something over and over again just madeit funnier each time?



While she' still laughing, | blink, threetimes, fast. I, I, I.
She matches me, blink for blink. She, she, she.
Followed by: I, I, 1.

But when shelaughsthistime, | make the mistake of laughing, too. | make the mistake of letting my
stupid fangs show without even thinking. That’ swhen Isuzu’ s blink muscles get stuck on open. It lasts
only asecond, but it's dong second—l onger even than the severa seconds| sat staring at her knife
plunged into my guts. It fedslike the longest second we' ve shared so far. | put my hand across my
mouth. | blink. She stares.

| blink. She stares.

Finaly: Istare. | make my bug eyesbug alittle more, letting more of those shiny black marbles show. |
take my hand away from my mouth, my fangs hidden now behind lips set for the new game. The
chdlenge.

The stare-off!

Ready, ...

Isuzu understands and props both elbows on the edge of my bed. She settles her chin between cradling
fists. And stares.Hard.

| ignore the handful of involuntary blinks she blinks before deciding to lose. And then | blink. | blinkbig. |
blinkhuge.

She smileswith more than just her eyes as| groan and throw amelodramatic hand to my heart.

“Yagot me” | say, not thewholetruth, but not exactly alie, either.

It's midnight—vampire lunchtime—and Isuzu’ s yawning by the kitchen table as | stand by the counter,
my Mr. Plasmaclicking off its degrees (ninety, ninety-one, ninety-two...) followed by the tenths (98.1,
98.2,98.3...). I've opened one of the cans of “cat” food we brought back from the hole, the |abel
underneeth the label reading “ SpaghettiOs.” WE ve been having “discussions’ dl evening, laying down
the ground rules. The things she hasto wait until daytimeto do, like go outsde, like flush the toilet.
Followed by the facts of vampirelife:

“Yes, |do drink blood.”

“No, from abottle. Not from people.” | say thiswith astraight face even as1’ m watching the light blue
squiggle a the side of her neck. It branches right around where her jaw hooksinto the rest of her skulll,
and | can’t decide whether it’ salightning bolt, a naked tree in autumn, or maybe ariver theway it looks
to God, and satellites.

“Becausenot dl vampiresareasniceas| am,” | goon.



“Yes, sunlight isgood for plants and little girlsand birds, and yes, | missit, but no, not even for alittle,
m.”

“Becauselsaid s0.”

“No, | can't eat chocolate.”

“No, not chicken, ether.”

“No, not beets—are youkidding >—yuck.”
“Yes, ‘no chocolate’ includes chocolate cake.”
“ Andchocolate milk.”

“AndCount Chocula”

“Just because 1do, okay? A person doesn’t have to eat something just because they’ ve got abox of it
lying around.”

It's Isuzu who suggests we have a secret safety song. She and her mom had one, and if either one got
into trouble, she'd sing it, so the other would know and stay away, or get help.

“Okay,” | say, humoring my little gratifier-to-be. “Let’ shear it.”

I suzu pauses, perhagps wondering if it redlyis okay. Maybe I’ m smiling too much. Maybe I’ m trying too
hard to sdll this Marty-as-good-guy sham. I’ ve got this closed-lip, fang-hiding smile |’ ve been wearing
ever snce we stopped smiling by blinking our eyes. Every so often, my teeth grind behind these fixed and
curving lips. But | keep smiling. | stapleit on both ends. | spot-weld it. And now she'slooking a melike
shewondersif it hurts, smiling like that for so long. She looksat my amilelikeit'sacrack intheicetha
might spread underfoot with the dightest misstep. She' snot that far off.

Or maybe I’'m just projecting. She blinks an ordinary blink, and then, for some reason, she goesup on
her tiptoes. She goes up on her tiptoes and opens her mouth, and thisiswhat comes out.

“You aremy sunshine,” she squesks, most of the syllables hitting most of the right notes.

| flinch. | swalow my amile,

“My only sunshing” shegoeson. | shekeit off. | try joining her.

“Y ou make me hap-py,” we continue, “when skiesaregray.” | can fed mysdlf warming to Isuzu’ s secret
safety song. Warming, or something like that. There' s something insde me that’ s getting bigger,
Spreading.

“You'll never know, dear, how much | loveyou,” we go on together, right up until | dmost can’t. The
something bigger indde meis choking me. It sthe next line, coming up like abrick wall. My voice,
aready croaking, cracksalittle more.

“Pleasedon’t take,” | Sing around the cracksin my voice, my life, myworld ever since...



| stop. Isuzu stops, too. We go back. | start again, without her.
“Peasedon’t take...my sun...shine...a...way.”

Isuzu' slooking a me funny. The smil€’ sgone, replaced by something like worry. | look down and she's
holding out awad of tissue—the most worried-over, overused wad of tissue I’ ve ever seeninmy life. It's
practicaly just ahandful of tatters, held together by little more than will. She seemsto be offering them to
me, though for what reason, | have no idea. When | don’t accept them, she goes up on tiptoes again,
stretches the hand holding the tissue scraps over her head, and goes right for my face. | catch her wristin
my hand; athumb-and-index-finger “okay” isdl it takesto encircle the whole thing.

“What isit?’ | ask.
“You'recrying,” Isuzu says.
“lamnot.”

“Aretoo.”

And then adrop hitsthefloor.
Plish!

| touch my faceand it' swet. | pull my fingers away, and they’ re pink. Jesus Christ. lam crying. And
over astupid song about somebody taking my...

Widll, you know what the stupid song’ s about. And they’ re coming out bloody, by theway. My tears.
Of course.

Jesus H. Chridt...
Or maybe | should make that “ Jesus wept.”

Because he did, in Gethsemane—that' s what the nunstold us—and it was blood that time, too. Jesus
wept blood because he could see the future. All the atrocities of history. Back when | wasjust akid,
what this meant was the tortured martyrs and the various wars, up to and including the “world” one. Not
World War |, per se; they hadn’t numbered them yet. No, Jesus wept blood because of the kaiser and
Lincoln’s assassination and the Reformation. The Crusades and the Spanish Inquisition weren't
mentioned by the nuns, and Hitler and Hiroshimawere till waiting in the wings. Needlessto say, there
aso was no mention of vampires, benevolent or otherwise, or of little girlsliving in dirt holes, or
coffeemakers rewired to warm up factory-grown blood. And yet, even without al that, in grade school
when | was akid, we nodded our heads. Understood. Agreed that history counting backward from
where we sat was enough to make God' s son weep blood.

Funny how we keep moving the line on what that sort of thing takes.

Funny how, nowadays, dl it takesis some sucker like me, and some stupid, sentimental song. But we' ve
aready gone over that. No use crying over spilled blood.

Not anymore.



6
Bad L ugos

Itry.
Note that word choice: “Try.” Not “succeed.”

| try to kill Isuzu. | realy do. Honest. After that whole weepy-weepy number over that stupid song, the
timefedsright, if not for ameal, well, at least for getting rid of the one witnessto my...softer sde.lt’'sher
fedling sorry for me, for my tears—that’ swhat doesit. That’ sthetrigger. That’ sthe last straw blown
through the last two-by-four.

That'sit!
That’ syour desth warrant, you little shit factory!

Perhaps, asaline, that would have come off better spoken. Out loud. Out loud, and not just thought to
myself, ingde my frequently overcrowded head. Y ou need something like that, | think, in retrospect.
Something bad-ass. Something to sell the visuds. Lacking asinister sound track to reinforce the
emotiona expectations of the sceneto come, dl you' veredly got to anchor thingsisthe didogue and the
tonein which it’s ddivered. Without the dialogue—without the spooky music or the kick-ass, badass
line—dl you'releft withisthis:

Me, poised like avampire going in for the dow-moation kill, fangs exposed, mouth wider than wide, my
lower jaw unhinging, my hands turned to claws, my fingers shocked dl the way open—every tendon
ditching every digit to the rest of me, tight, tight, tight—my fingers doing their crawling-tarantula
impersonation, cregpier than creepy. In other words, what you' ve got isme, doing bad Lugos, with the
sound turned down.

| vant to suck your blood...

Yeah, | leave that little gem ungpoken, too. Which is probably the only good call I've made so far. Not
that it does any good. Isuzu reactsin exactly the way my overly earnest attempt to terrify deserves:

Shegiggles.
Tee-hee. It' stheloosest and loudest one so far.
“Oh, Marty.” Shelaughs, pushing me back with her little hand. “ Quit teasing.”

And just like that, a Six-year-old morta has successfully ripped my vampire bals off and handed them to
me. Nicetry, guy. Too bad, so sad. Better luck next time.

“I’'mnot teasing,” | ings, and even as| do, | know it'salost cause. Anytime you have to explain that
you're not teasing...wdl, you might aswell hang up that shove, gravedigger, ’ cause the hol€' s deep
enough. Going deeper’ sonly gonna get you closer to hell.

And oh, | have goneto thishell before...



Y ou know that point in arelationship where you justknow you' ve screwed up and you' re never going to
get laid? That point where you' ve played the nice guy for just abit too long, and the would-be love of
your life becomes convinced that you' re too nice to take to bed? She doesn’t want to “ruin the
friendship,” blah, blah, blah.

Y eah, that’ sthe hell I'm talking about. Relationship hell. Dating hell. And I’ ve been there more times
than | can count, which iswhy Count Marty remains abachelor well into his—what?—hundreds. It's
why Marty the Predator sucks when it comesto playing Marty the Dater, and why Marty the Benevolent
Vampire prowled strip clubs before the flip, a habit he hasn't quite been able to shake.

And now it seemsthat Marty the Predator can’t even pull off Marty the Predator anymore.

Not judging from Isuzu. Not judging from that tee-hee laugh of hers, which has been loosening
progressively, going from flat to rounder and rounder the longer she' saround me. Without meaning to, |
seem to have lulled her into acompletely accurate sense of security.

Shit...

I’ve played the protector for too long, and she just doesn't believe in my fangs anymore. I’ m a puppy
now; I’'m akitten. I'm a pet and a playmate with pointy teeth that don’t mean her any harm. They're
just-for-show fangs, that’ swhat they are.

Shit...
Andthekickeris:
A very big part of me doesn't mind.

If I'm being honest with mysdlf, avery big part of meisrdieved. It concursin her casua dismissal of me,
and the threat | represent.

When Isuzu placed her little hand to my chest and pushed back at my presumed teasing, | could have
grabbed her wrist and snapped it like atwig. That would have turned her head around on the whole “just
teasing” thing. That would have cracked alittle senseinto her. | could have spped &t the blood spurting
from the ripped skin of her compound fracture, could have run my tongue along the jagged bone sticking
out until it glistened white. | could have done thiswhile she screamed and thrashed about, and by thetime
my hungry neighbors broke down the door, I’d be done. | could have tossed her limp body aside likea
spent bottle of beer sent shattering against a curb.

| could have done all that. And my apartment could have gone back to being as quiet asit’saways
been. The floorboards that aways squesak between the living room and bedroom could go back to

making their predictable, solitary noise. And me, | could go back to challenging this evening and the next
and the next to show me something worth living for.

Golikethis” I say, pushing my nostrilsup like apig’s snout, and Isuzu does.

“Go likethis,” | say, making a snorting noise, and she does that, too.



“Say, ‘Th-th-th-that'sdl, folks.” ”
“Th-th-th-that’sdl, folks.”
| laugh and she laughs. | scramble her hair and she scrambles mine.

And I’'m getting that fedling again—that feding that forever ian't that long, after dl. Not with akid around
to show you how to spend it. With akid around, forever doesn’t seem so scary anymore.

And asfar asdelaying gratification goes, well, that works only when the thing that gratifiesis expected to
stop. To run out. Expire. If the thing that gratifies has to be rationed, sure—defer, delay, postpone, hold
off. But what if the gratification could go on? A little mortal girl has only so much blood to give, and when
it' sgone, it' sgone. But laughing! Jesus Christ,laughing. A little girl’ s giggles—even muted, even held a
little bit back, and down, and hushed. Keep alittle girl in food and water and the giggles could keep on
coming. And your heart could keep on doing that zinging thing it does when she does, and...

And that’ sthe good thing about delaying gratification, | guess. Getting a second chance at a second
chance. Having the time to find what you didn’t even know you were looking for, before it found you.

“Say, ‘Isuzu’ sadinkbug, 7 | say.
“Marty’ sastinkbug.”

“Close enough.”

I”’m thinking about my dad again.

It sjust asnapshot thistime. He' sin the basement, at his workbench, under a cone-shaded lightbulb. A
curlicue of smoke ripples up from a haf-spent cigarette in the ashtray perched on the edge of the bench.
The smoke collectsin ahazy hao, circling the light overhead. Histools are spread out on the bench
before him: the wishbone of his needle-nose pliers, his Phillips and flat-head screwdrivers, the socket
wrench set, ahaf dozen C-clamps, the tin snips, aclawed hammer, some steel wooal, arat-tail file.
There saydlowed bar of soap, gouged from the threads of al the boltsthat have been drawn acrossit,
to make screwing them into wherever they’ re being screwed easier. There' s an open jar of blackened
Vasdinefor the same purpose, and an il can for squeaky wheels. And the rest of the bench istaken up
with the parts of abike I’m not supposed to know I’ m getting for Christmas.

Bikesfor Chrismasin Michigan? Talk about gratification delayed.

I’ m hiding in the shadows at the top of the sairs, by the way—holding my breath, waiting, watching. My
dad takes up asocket wrench, and | can see hiswing bones shift under his shirt, followed by the
click-click-click of things being tightened. When the clicking stops, my dad reaches over for his cigarette,
the long ash breaking off in powdery clumps. He inhales deeply and beginsto let it go when my foot shifts
and the plank I’ m standing on groans. The blue needle of smoke coming from my dad stops. He turnson
hiswork stoal, letting out adow, skeletal squeak, the flashlight aready in his hand, already aimed and
ready to blow the shadows back behind me. | blink there, spotlit and waiting for him to say something, to
scold, to send me off to bed—something of adisciplinary nature. But he just winks insteed, and letsthe
rest of hissmoke go. He smiles, presses asssshhhh finger to hislips, and winks again. And then hejust
turns back to hisworkbench and the scattered bits of my future happiness, awaiting assembly.



o, yeah.

I”’m thinking about my dad. Again. Still.

And I’'m thinking parentaly, too, but not in the what-it’' s-like-to-lose-one way. I’ m thinking about
parenthood in away | never have before. I’ m thinking about what it might be like tobe a parent. How do
you know what you need to know? How do you know when to yell and when to wink? How do
youbecome the sort of dad who knows those sorts of things?

And what would it be like to be one of those dadsfor alittle girl in aworld that’snot built for little girls
anymore?

Isuzu and | are gtting in the living room where | haven't killed her. And it’ s been maybe a haf hour since
either one of us has made a peep. I’ m Sitting on the couch, my arms stretched across the back, my legs
sretched out in front of me and crossed at the ankles. I’ ve been watching her for that peepless half hour,
while Isuzu’ s been lying on her somach on the floor, drawing with some colored pens|’ve given her. Her
ankles are crossed, too, but her legs are crooked up behind her, ticktocking at the pivot of her knees,
buttward, floorward, buttward, floorward.

“lsuzu?’

It'sbeen ahalf hour. Maybe more. And | need to hear her voice.

“Yeah?’

“What' syour name mean?’

“ Dunm.”

“Didn’'t your mom ever tel you?’

“Yeah. | guess”

“And?’

“And wha?’

“What did she say?’

“She said Isuzu was because | was an ‘ accident waiting to happen,” ” Isuzu says.

“And Trooper?’

“Trooper’s’ cause | got big feet.”

Isuzu has't bothered looking up during this entire exchange. And I’'m embarrassed to say it, but this

thrills me utterly—the fact that she’ signoring me already. Kind of ignoring me, & least. Theré sa
taken-for-granted quality to how she' sresponding to methat fedls. .. parental. It feelslike how akid



treats his parents when there are no birthdays coming up.

“That' s pretty cool,” | say. “My nameisn't that cool.”

“Marty?’

“No. Thelast one. Kowalski,” | say. “It means‘lunch meat’ in Detroit.” By which | mean, it wasthe
name brand of alunch meat made in Hamtramck, amostly Polish community surrounded on al sdesby
the city of Detroit. Assuming the same loose standards for trandation, | guess Kowalski could aso
meanA Streetcar Named Desire for peoplenot from Detroit, but | spare Isuzu that footnote.
“What'slunch meat?’ sheasks.

“It' sakind of meat people used to eat for lunch,” | say. “Before,” | add.

“Before vampires ate’em?’

| decidetoletit dide.

“Yeah, kinda,” | say, before changing the subject back to lunch meat. “Therewere dl kinds, back then.
Ham. Bologna. Sdami, which | used to cal * spot meeat’ when | was your age.”

Pretty dick, en? How | just did that little equaizer in there. Sure, | used to be akid. | was even your age
once, kiddo. We're practically the same person, practicaly.

“Therewas kielbasa, t0o,” | go on, “which is Polish, like me, and hot dogs, and...”

“Mom used to make dog,” Isuzu observes casudly. “ And squirrdl, rabbit, water fish and can fish, duck,
apossum once, SpaghettiOs, Snickers, blueberries, dandy-lion salad, yucky beetles, her specid chicken
alacan opene—that tastes like snake—and. ..”

And | guessthat makestwo of usin the dick department. Me, trying to remind her how much we have
in common undernegth the superficid differences of fangs, cold-bloodedness, and my hundred extra
years, while she casudly reminds me of what people like me have driven people like her and her mom to
do.

Clearly, it stimeto change subjects. Again.

“What do you think of thisplace?’ | ask. It'sachegp ploy for alittle positive affirmation on my part. My
gpartment isn't apalace by any stretch of the imagination, but I' m pretty sureit beatsliving in aholein the
ground.

“I dunno.”

“Wadll, doyoulikeit?’ | prod.

“It'sokay, | guess,” she says, her knees still opening and closing, like adoor hinge.

“Just okay?’ | ask, my delight at being taken for granted waning steadily.

“It don't amdl like worms.”



Wi, cal me crazy, but that’s something. And I’ m pretty sure | can continue to have my gpartment not
amell like wormsfor the foreseeable future. Y ep. This parenthood thing’ s going to work out just fine.

“That’'swhy | decided to live here,” | say. “The ad stipulated, ‘No worm smell,” and | said, ‘Wheredo |
sgn? ”

| wait for the giggle I’ ve devel oped afondness for. But none comes. No. All of a sudden, she's become
like adrug deder with thesethings. Thefirst few were free, but now that | need them...

No giggles. No tee-hee, ether. Instead, what | get is:
“Youtak funny.”

And al of asudden my heart fedslike afish in abarrd, the waterping ing up around it, calamity just a
matter of time, and marksmanship.

| used to worry about theway | talked dl the time. Thiswas back before, when | was hanging out at
places that matched my face age (twenty-one) instead of my mind age (eighty-something). | was
self-conscious about how age-apparent my word choices were to the mortals | wastrying to survive
among, and seduce. | didn’t want to sound like some fifties sitcom kid, spouting dia ogue written by
adultstrying too hard to sound like kids. And so | listened to college radio; | shopped where the pierced
and tattooed shopped. | eavesdropped on the chatter coming out of night classes, and followed it into
bars where people got into shouting matches about Nietzsche and Tori Amos. Barswhere| had to
congtantly trandate my first thoughtsinto second and thirds: “black” or “African American,” not
“colored,” andredly not the other one; “fridge” or “refrigerator,” not “icebox”; “PC,” not “horseshit” or
“Give meafucking break.”

But | thought | was past dl that. Apparently not.

“What do you mean, ‘funny’?’ | ask, redizing too late how close being taken for granted isto being
mede fun of.

“I dunno,” she says, casudly checking the chambers of her twenty-two, taking abead on the barrel of
my chest, the guppy of my heart.

“Well that sheds aton of light on the subject,” | snap. “I’ m clear astapiocanow.”
She cocks. Fires.
“Yeah,” Isuzu says. “Likethat.”

Okay, so maybe Ido talk funny. But that doesn’t mean she hastosay it. Show alittle diplomacy. A
littlegratitude for my deigning not to kill her. Ah, but she' saready seen through me and my mushy

fedings.
Fucking sunshine...
Fucking song.

Not that | say any of thisout loud. It' s already been proven that out-loud words and | can’t be trusted



around my littlejudge and jury. So, no. All | say is, “Oh.”

Just “Oh,” while the guppy of my heart floats on its back, waiting for the next round.

Iscrew up about fifty-seven more times beforeit’ stime for 1suzu to say good night for the night. We' ve
Set up her air mattressin the spare bedroom that I’ ve been using as ajunk room. The latest argument is
about the practicaity of having aseparate thing caled “apillow.” When | hand her one, shelooksat it
srangely and beginsturning it in her hands, until the pillow dipsfrom its case. Shelooks at the empty
sheeth in her hands, then at the lump on the floor, and then up a me. The expression on her facetellsme
that she doesn’t get thisjoke either.

“It'sapillow,” | explain. “It’' sfor resting your head on when you deep.”

But Isuzu has dready recovered the pillow and is inspecting the seams, looking for away insde. She
finds the zipper and opensit, only to find wads of usdless cotton batting. She gives me the sort of look
I’d expect if I'd given her abox of dog shit for Christmas. And asfar asresting her head goes, that’s
what Mom'sclothesarefor. Y ou just roll them into aball and dream about how much your mommy
loves you. Everyone knows that. Why don’tl know this?

“Only hoboes deep on their clothes,” | say, faling back into that funny way | talk. “1 mean *bums.” No,
wait. That’ snot right, either.” Pause. “Onlythe homeless deep like that.”

My little Bambi blinks once. Shedoesn't say “duh,” though a“duh” issurely justified under the
circumstances.

“It' smore hygienic,” | try again, and then consider the likelihood of her knowing the word “ hygiene.”
Clearly, thistalking-funny businessis something I’'m going to have to work on. “I mean ‘clean,” ” | say.
“A nicefresh pillow’ s cleaner than abunch of sweety ol’...”

“It’ ssoft,” 1suzu announces out of the blue. And just like that, she begins hugging the once-dismissed
pillow with asincerity that makes mejeaous. Of both it and her.

“Y eah, that’ s another reason,” | say. “And it does't smdll likeworms, ether.”
Thismakes her smile. Again. And findly. And thank God.

| say good night, rushing to end our first full evening together on that smile. But before | can switch off
thelight, Isuzu says

“Tdl meadory.”

| freeze. My brain fills up with four-letter words and exclamation points. My stuck smileisthe only thing
holding them back.

It'snot that | don’t have stories. I’'m avampire who' s hel ped change the course of human history! I've
gotplenty of stories. It'sjust that | don't think asix-year-old kid should be hearing about vamped
strippers or ripping the heads off Nazis—even a six-year-old who' s easten dog and lived inaholein the
ground.



“Um,” | say, and Isuzu hugs her new pillow in front of her, settling in to full story-listening mode.
“Onceupon atime,” | begin. That' sthe easy part. They all start that way. Now what?
“Therewas abeautiful girl,” | try—and Isuzu perks up—*who...”

And here swhere my head hitsthe wall. Once upon atime there was a beautiful girl whowhat ? Worea
little red riding hood and found her grandmother eaten by awolf? Ate too much gingerbread siding and
ended up in an oven? Pissed off atroll? Ran afoul of awicked witch? Ate the poisoned this, drank the
drugged that? Found the magic shoesthat made her legsfdl off? Turned insomniainto asign of royaty?
Grew her hair asthick as rope as ameans of escape? Only to save the day—at last'—by burning up the
witch, cutting open the wolf, handing the giant over to gravity ...

Isuzu squeezes the pillow tighter—the one that doesn’'t smdll like worms but doesn’'t smdll like her
mother, either. She waits. Blinks like Bambi, or acat, smiling.

“On second thought,” 1 say, beginning again. “Do you know what acherry pitis?’

7
Window-Shopping

lembellished the Fit Story for Isuzu’ s sake. Her face made it obviousthat alittle dramatic license was
caled for, lest my sdlection of bedtime story confirm my status asweirdo. | suppose sheisalittletoo
young. And | supposealot of what | liked about that story was knowing that it really happened, and that
it happened to my dad, who was sitting right there. | loved that story because | loved watching hisface
go red while hisbrother told it, loved the play between him and my uncle, and how they seemed to
become kids again. The poking. Theteasing. Thelaughing! The great, booming laughter that aways came
as part of the overall package.

And o, for Isuzu' s sake, the cherry pitsturned out to bemagicd. By swalowing them, the prince was
ableto fly to where the princess was, and where shewas't being terrorized by an evil step-anything. No,
nor held captive by awicked whatever, or threastened by anything with fangs and ataste for the
pea-bruisable flesh of princesses. She wasjust bored, our princess. And yes, of course, she was
beautiful and he was handsome. Y ou kidding? He was the handsomest pit-swallowing flying prince you
ever saw.

Please note that nothing in my modest revision of the actua factsinvolvesthe act of bresking and
entering. The flying prince took nothing away, other than the princess' s boredom. No castle windows
were broken. No darmswere tripped. The castle s TV and stereo were | eft untouched. All the prince
did wastell knock-knock jokes, swallow pits, and fly. At the time the crime was committed, the prince
was sound adeep, adong with everybody esein the kingdom.

Perhaps | should back up abit.



| wake up. Thisisthe second evening I’ ve woken up to find | haven't been killed in my deep. It' sthe
second full evening I'll spend with Isuzu, returning the favor. At least that' s the plan at the moment—the
me-not-killing-her part. But if the last forty-eight hours have proven anything, it' sthat plans are made to
be broken.

Not that Iplan on breaking the not-killing-her plan. | just like to keep my options open. I'm over a
hundred years old and still abachédor. If that’ s not about keeping your options open, | don’t know what
is.

But going back to where | was going back. Thisisthe sunset immediatdy following the flying prince
gtory. And the night breaks with the sound of shouting. Asagenerd matter, my neighbors are not
particularly noisy. Nosy, yes. They’ll pull back a curtain in a heartbest, but unless someone decides to set
off abomb or flush atoilet, they keep as quiet asthe thinness of our shared walls demands.

But not this sunset.

This sunset begins with my neighbors loudly demanding to know Who the fuck, Whet the fuck, and
Where the fuck, followed by louder requests for God to damn “it” and/or “them.” These shouts are
coming from the hallway afew floors down. They echo up the stairwel, booming through the ventilation
system into my bedroom. Behind them, | can hear the whimpering of home security systlems dying, their
batteries coasting on fumes after running dl day long.

Isuzu' s done something.
| don't know if it’ sfair of meto jump to this conclusion, but jump | do.

Isuzu’ s done something and she' sin trouble and it’ s already too late for safety songs about sunshine.
She' sdead. She' s dead, or too badly bled to bring back. And if she'snot...

Well, that’ s not saying shewon't wish shewas, once | get my hands on her.

Swinging out of bed, | bolt for the door, only to fed my arm pulled back as | wak my head into the wall,
thanks to the handcuffs | clicked on last night, just in case. Just abone to keep my paranociahappy. A
modest concession to the possibility that I’ m not the only one sdlling fa se security around here.

Just aredly good bang, right to my head, and right between the eyes.
Shit!

| scramblefor the key, unlatch myself, and step into aliving room, where the eveswho don’t deep
when | do have been very busy. Stuff. Everywhere | look, | see my stuff and other peopl€e’ s stuff,
stashed, and stacked, and squirreled away for ayear’ sworth of rainy days. Where once | had one, |
now seem to havetwo notebook computers. Ditto, for flat-pane TVs. Plasma makers? Y eah, there are
three now. And stacks and stacks of new CDs, DVDs, and books. There are at least ahalf dozen lamps
from ahaf dozen different decors, none of them quite matching the one I’ ve chosen. And cang! The
stashes of several dogs and cats and at |east one spider monkey have been stacked in pyramidsin my
kitchen, on my coffee table, on the cushions of my sofaand love seat. There are boxes of laundry
detergent, too, and bars of soap, some new, some open, some still dimy from the showersthey were
taken from.

And mortd girls?



It seems| Hill have only the one. And she' s standing right there in the middle of dl thisloot. She smiles

when she sees me and stuffs her hand deeper into the box of Count Chocula. She blinks—a happy little
ca burglar, with afull mouth.

“Isuzu?’ | say, pulling my bathrobe moretightly around myself. “Wheredid al this come from?’
She' sl munching, so she points. Down.

“Downgairs?’ | say. “All thiscamefrom downgairs?’

She nods. Chews. Reaches for another stale handful.

“Whatisthis?’ | say, actudly shaking both handsin a beseeching gesture I’ ve never used with anyone my
own height.

Isuzu swallows. “ Shopping,” she says.

“ *Shopping,” ” | repest.

“Window-shopping,” she adds.

And dl of asudden, | can seeit. Them. Isuzu and her mom going shopping, holding their own little
Daylight Madness sale. Fagen and the Artful Dodger, that’s how | see them, ransacking vampire homes
and grocery stores with the help of sunlight, and bricks. Not that they’ re not entitled. But...

“Isuzu,” | say, struggling hard to maintain my cam. “I have tolive with these people.”

“They'renot people,” Isuzu says, and | can just imagine the motherly lectures that must have started that
way. “They’revampires”

“Likeme?" | point out.

And my Artful Dodger just shrugs. It sayeah-sure-whatever shrug. The kind of shrug that saysit'sa
mortal thing, and | don’t count.

Maybe the handcuffs were agood idea, after all.

| continue to not-kill 1suzu.

Thisisafter I’ ve locked her in the bathroom. And after I” ve gone downgtairsto put in alittle face time

with my first-floor neighbors, to look shocked and sympathetic regarding their shattered windows and
vanddized gpartments.

“How isthis possble?’
That’ s pretty much what they al want to know. And | shake my head with disbdlief, but don't offer any

answers. I ve seen enough cop show rerunsto know that once you start offering theories, even ablind
man can seeyou' re deflecting. So, no, | just look at the jagged holesin their plate glass windows and



mutter a“ Fuck,” with which pretty much everyone concurs.

| also case the various crime scenes, casudly, reassuring mysdlf that 1suzu hasn't left any obvious clues
behind, and especialy not anything that would tie any of thisto me. And there' s nothing, except for the
timing, of course, which screams “mortd.” Fortunately, that’ s pretty much as good as screaming
“Sasguatch,” nowadays. Theinvestigation will focus on trying to figure out how whoever did thismade
itlook likeamorta did it.

But surely 1suzu and her mom aren’t unique. Surely other mortals have escaped from these “farms” that
everyone knows about but no one mentions.

No.

The reason farms are dlowed what license they’ re allowed is partly the wedlth of their well connected
clientele, but also absolutely rigid product control. Biologica wegpons labs weren't haf the sticklersfor
containment that the farms are. Nobody |eaves the farm with their little mortal morsels. No. Everything's
doneonadrictly in-cal basis. Y ou go to them. Y ou use their rooms, or their hunting preserve. Because
the last thing anyone needsis some band of ferd mortas running around out there, living in holes at night,
ransacking our homes by day, and figuring out the where and when of their getting even with the rest of
us. No more vampire hunters. We ve been there, done that. Won. And the last thing any of us needsisto
lose our hard-won peace.

So, no. | just tsk-tsk, shake my head, and leave my neighbors to speculate about how Sasquatch made
off with dl their stuff. Back at my apartment, | resume not-killing Isuzu, and start laying out afew extra
dos and don'ts of non-holeliving.

Intheend, | treat Isuzu’ s haul like adead bird.

With the exception of the extra pet food, whichwill comein handy, therest isjust stuff | don’t need or
want, but which has been presented to me, nevertheless, as a bizarre token of affection. Like acat
bringing its owner something dead. Sure, I’d just as soon she didn't, but now that she has, | haveto
admit that thisisagood sgn. She' sthanking me. She' s bringing me gifts. She' streating melike an
accomplice—just like her mom.

Unfortunately, my switch in perspective doesn’t come until I’ ve dready started speculating out loud
about what | might do to punish her. Isuzu stands her ground, though—area trouper—»but she can’'t stop
her lip from trembling. She sucksit in, triesto hold it with her blunt little teeth, but it'sno use. And once
the trembling darts. ..

Wil everybody knows that the lip muscles are wired directly to the tear ducts. And so her eyes start
getting shiny, start brimming, run over by asingletear’ sworth, which snails down her cheek to catch a
corner of thetrembling lip that sarted it dl. And tears are like ail to the tremble muscles, which tremble
more, which sgueeze out more tears, more trembles, more tears, more. ..

Andtherel am, getting it al wrong.
I’m using a hushed, keep-it-within-these-walls kind of shouting that can be more awful than the louder

kind, especiadly when you're on the receiving end. And snap! Iredlize |’ m getting it all wrong. lunderstand
that this—all of this—isn’tabout Isuzu' s being avampire-hating mortd. It's not about her being a



postinfantile delinquent, either. It' s not even avelled attempt to get me beaten up by my neighbors and
possibly arrested. No. Thisis about my sunshine, my only sunshinetrying to let me know, dear, how
much shelovesme.

| think.

| hope.

Maybe “loves’ istoo strong. “Likes,” maybe. But definiteynot “ hates.”

That’ swhat al thisis abouit. It’s about how much Isuzudoesn't utterly hate my guts. Andthat —you' ve
got to admit—thatis definitdlysomething.

So | stop ydling. And | start scrambling for aquick route into un-scolding her. If thiswas before theflip,
we' d be on our way to thetoy storein aguilty heartbest. If thiswas before, we' d go from the toy store
to the ice-cream shop, to the candy store, and whatever fast food restaurant served the nastiest, greasiest
crap she was forbidden to have under any other circumstances. That’swhat I’d do, if thiswas before.
But it'snot. Thisisthe new world, not the old one, and thisoneisn't built for assuaging the guilt of bad
parents, foster, step-, or otherwise.

It' sas|’m thanking God that my own parents aren’t around to see how badly I'm messing this up that it
occursto methat Isuzu’s mom couldn’t have been perfect. Mistakes must have been made, and she must
have had away of dedling with them. | remember the hole and its Shrine to Chocolate, and wonder how
many Snickers something like thiswould have cost.

| decideto ask her price. After gpologizing, of course.

“Isuzu,” | say, letting my voice go back to its normd pitch and volume.

Sheflinches anyway. Lets go of afew more drops of lip muscleoil.

“I'msorry,” | say. “l..."” Fucked? Screwed?Messed! “...messed up.”

Isuzu sucksin asniffle. She' sligening. Waiting.

“I didn't getit,” | say. “1 thought you were being bad. But | know you weretrying to be nice, and I’'m
sorry | yelled. I'mredly, redly sorry.”

Isuzu looks at her shoes, but before she does, | catch alittle bit of asmile.

And for asplit second, | fed conned. | fed reverse-psychologized. But | swallow it down and move on.
“Did your mom ever not get it?’ | ask.

Isuzu looks back up.
“Did she ever mess up and yell when she shouldn’'t?’
And like alast-minute reprieve from the governor, Isuzu rolls those two-toned eyes of hers, and | want

to hug her and kiss her and thank her and swear I'll never do it again. Just that hint of asmile and the eye
roll, and I know that Mommy Dearest was at least partly the same kind of fuckup | am.



“So I’'m not the only one?’ | say, and Isuzu does something in the laugh department she hasn't done
outsde of the one pig impersonation | coaxed from her—she snorts. Just once. The nasa equivaent of
an eyeroall. An olfactory “Areyou kidding?’

“I'll takethat asayes,” | say, and she snorts again. And then | ask her what her mom did to make up
for messing up. | hold my breeth againgt the near certainty of chocolate.Real chocolate, and not this
Count Choculacrap. And if chocolate sthe answer, then it s going to be Isuzu’ sturn to delay
gratification. Because even with eBay and FedEx, chocolate' safew daysfrom here.

But Isuzu doesn't say “chocolate.” She doesn’t snicker “ Snickers”

Instead, she pulls adeck of cards out from that improbable bounty she' s bestowed upon me. That's
when | notice the other packs, still boxed, lying here and there, shuffled among a stack of books or CDs,
or al by themselves. They're everywhere. As a separate category of stolen things, packs of playing cards
are second only to food. Funny | hadn’t noticed that in my origina inventory.

She hands me the deck with just one word, or maybe two. Just saying it makes her smile.

“Sap,” Isuzu says, cranking that smile up to itsfull wattage, “jack.”

Before, when there were il children, concerned parents used to complain about how violent video
games were corrupting them. Being the occasiona practitioner of for-red violence, | was dways amused
by these protests. After dl, the same people blaming video games for Columbine would be shocked if
you pointed out that nobody ever got their arm broken playing Doom, unlike, say, football. And don’'t
you dare suggest that watching the latest war for oil on CNN is surely more damaging than joysticking a
couple of cartoons to degth.

| mention thisto put my little Trooper’ s selection of parenta penance into context. From the hundreds of
card games out there, 1suzu’ s picked the one that actually requires physical violence during regulation
play. Slapjack. If | had to pick agame that could potentialy trump bad parenting as an explanation for
something like Columbine, | think I’ d pick dapjack. Unlike Doom or Mortal Kombat, dapjack isn't
dapjack if the playersdon't hurt each other.

For those unfamiliar with the game, it workslike this: Two players split the deck and take turns throwing
down one card at atime, until someone throws down ajack. After that, it'sarace to seewho can dap
the card first. Whoever does captures al the cards underneath, and aso getsto dap the wrist of hisor
her opponent. The winner isthe one with the most cards (and the fewest rope burns) after you' ve run out
of jacks. It sacompetition of reaction times and pain thresholds, and not avery fair gamefor an adult to
play againgt achild. It's especialy not fair when the adult is avampire and the child’ s not. Our reaction
times are just too unegqual—the forever-stacked deck of predator versus prey. A vampire who chooses
to can belikelightning, while hisvictim is the mere afterthought of thunder. In the old days, before | was
benevolent, | could snap my dinner’ s neck before it even saw me coming.

In other words, if | want to, | can kick Isuzu’ slittle ass.
But that’ s not the point. I’ m sure Isuzu’s mom could have begt her, too. And I’ m betting she never did.

Instead, dapjack was the game she played to lose, whenever she messed up and needed to make up,
like Isuzu and me now. It'san excuseto let the child spank the parent.



And my little ray of sunshineisbeaming at the prospect.

So | open the deck, get rid of thejokers, split it, shuffle the halves back together, and then do it again. |
hand the twice-shuffled deck to 1suzu, who spreads them out on the floor, smushes them around, and
then scoops them back together. Clearly, she takes this business serioudy. And trus—aways a shaky
proposition a best—isaluxury she can't afford. Especialy considering my recent behavior. Especialy
consdering I’m playing thisgame asakind of punishment for my recent untrustworthy behavior.

So Isuzu dedls, we collect our piles, and begin tossing down cards. Asluck would haveit, | throw down
thefirst jack. It ssemsto lie there for an eternity before Isuzu notices and then shoots her dow-motion
hand to cover it.9ap! She giggles, delighted with hersalf, and the prospect of giving yourstruly what for.

And so | roll up my bathrobe deeve and surrender my wrist. Isuzu foldsin dl thefingers of her right
hand, except the first two. She raises her hand as high as she can, even arching alittle bit backward to
sgueeze out afew more foot-pounds of pain. She holdsit there for a second, |etting me anticipate.
Letting me sweet. And then, like the arm of ajust-sprung catapult, she throws everything she' sgot
forward, teasing out two quick red stripes on my white, white skin.

I look just like acandy cane, | think, and Isuzu reads my mind.
“You look like acandy cane,” she says.

And | think: Candy canes, lollipops, bad parents, and old vampires—we re dl suckerswhen it comesto
kids.

8
The Luckiest Vampireon Earth

Ifound Isuzu on a Friday evening after work. We passed each other’ strust tests, did our cat-smiling and
our rule setting on Saturday. And then came today—Sunday—the day of surprises and new rulesand
dapjack. I’ ve tucked her into bed afew hours before sunrise, and afterward, it occursto methat Isuzu
does moreto keep hersdf aive and unkilled adegp than awake. Awake has proven dicey—Iots of
mines, eggshells, opportunitiesfor yourstruly to screw up. But adeep, theidea of her surfaces and fillsmy
heart with the missing of it. Of her. Adeep, during these few hours before sunrise, while I’ m sill avake,
her absence creates a dead space in my life—awarning. A reminder. With |suzu adeep, snoring her
snores behind that closed door, my apartment goes back to the too-quiet | never recognized
before—before it was gone, that is, and only after it returns.

And dll that’ sleft in this dead space at the end of our weekend isthis: me, staring down the barrel of
Monday, and the reality of what I’ ve eected to do. Over the weekend, | seem to have become afather.
Or at least afoster father, and of amortal, to boot. Just like that—snap!—I’m adad. I'm the dad of a
kid everyone I know—and most of the people Idon’t know—uwould loveto kill. I'm a dad with no mom
to speak of—not even one in the wings—and even if therewas one, how could | trust her?

And then there’'smy day job. Ornight job, really. Vampires don’t have day jobs; we' re al moonlighting
in oneway or another. But come Monday evening—tomorrow—I’ve got ajob | haveto go back to. To
bring home the pet food. To earn some blood money. A job where day careis not part of the benefits
package. A job wherel can't just cdl insick.



So the question naturdly arises.
How?

How am | going to do thisthing I’ ve decided to do? How am | going to raise achild and hold down a
job and not screw up both beyond recognition?

Y ou know thatTwilight Zone episode, the one called “To Serve Man,” wherethetitlerefersto an dien
cookbook? In alot of ways, we're living that joke. This occursto me as |’ m surfing the Web, looking for
“historical” information on how to prepare achild for life. And dl | can find is advice about how to
prepare achild for ameal in which they’re the main course.

It' sthe farms again, hawking their wares on password-protected Web sites demanding credit card
numbers and other vital sats beforethey’ll open their cyber doors. They have digital photos of their
“product line’—hundreds of little Isuzus with chocolate-smeared faces and headlight eyes. Under the
photos, the current bid. | St and watch as the numbers click up. Some of the faces have yellow “ Sold”
ggnsX -ing them out. | imagine my Isuzu among them.

| get angry.
| turn off the compurter.

I go to the window and pull the drapes aside. | look at the apartments across the way, the yellow
rectangles of their windows. There are Slhouettesin some, actuad peoplein others, and il othersare just
empty boxes of low-wattage light.

I’ve looked at this same view athousand times before. 1t’s never meant much of anything to me. Ground
clutter. Just some stuff in theway of my view of the horizon, that point where night and day bresks, our
lowest common denominator. But I” ve never looked at those windows like thisbefore. I’ ve never looked
at my neighbors with such a powerful desirefor amachine gun of some sort. Something to riddle and
grafe, rapidly and with too many bullets to ignore. Something to help me draw anX through those yellow
boxes across the way.

“What made him doit?’ the talking heads would ask afterward. Heavy metal? Video games?
Nope.

Sapjack made me do it. Slapjack and alittle girl who's never going to wear a“ Sold” sign. Not if | can
hepit.

Ihave to keep reminding myself that | suzu escaped. She and her mom, both. And | start wondering yet
again how she did it—how Isuzu’s mom raised her on her own, at least up until the point where | found
her. How will my parenting skills compare? | know | can lose at dapjack aswell asshe, and my
gpartment definitdy beatsliving in ahole, but. ..

But maybe not.

“What do you think of thisplace?’ “It don't smell likeworms.”



Hardly aringing endorsement, and nowhere near the enthusiasm | expected.

So maybe Isuzu’ sliving arrangements were broader than the root cdllar she called home when | found
her. I'm guessing the hole iswhat they didat night, when they had to hide. It was just for deep-overs.
Strictly no-frills. But during the day, they could hang out anywhere they could get into with abrick.

So what wasit like—an average day for 1suzu and her mom?It’ s not likely the mom had ajob to go to.
Raising Isuzu was probably al she had to do, al day long. She could devotetimetoit. Makeit a
specidty. Earn best-mom+-in-the-world points for no other reason than the fact that she was always
around, and not off working some pointless job to earn money to buy stuff that’ sjust aseasly stolen,
what with the whole world being adeep when you' re not.

I”’m guessing window-shopping played abig part of most days. Let’s say they start rising and shining at
about eight o' clock, maybe nine, find arock, steal breakfast from the nearest grocery store, grab some
newspapers on the way out, but not for reading. Instead, they head to the nearest park, find the dog
path, let their shit blend in with al the dog shit aready there. Look for another rock so they can break
into somebody’ s place to wash up, maybe do laundry, maybe steal some stuff for the hole that doesn’t
involve dectricity. Books, say, or candles, or whatever clothing’ s been left lying out that fits.

| don’t see them rifling through closets. Or at least not any that involve going into the owner’ s bedroom
to get to. Why tempt fate? Why tempt your own highly understandable but risky thirst for revenge? Plus
maybe—while you’ re not looking—maybe |suzu decides this crypt of abedroom isjust too gloomy for
words. And so maybe she throws open the sunproof drapes, and maybe a shaft of light poursin. And
maybe this shaft of sunlight findsthe world' s un-luckiest vampire, just lying there on the bed, out like a
light. And as quick asyou can scream “Firel” that long overdue corpse just goes up—ignites, combugts,
immolatesitsaf right there, burning itself down through the padding and the mattress to the box springs,
which glow cherry red as other things start catching fire. And it’ sall you can do to get you and your kid
out of there—unscorched, un-singed, and al in one piece.

Plus, God only knows what kind of kinky vampire sex stuff you might find in some stranger’ s bedroom,
90...no. No need to be meddling in any vampire bedrooms. Which probably explainswhy Isuzu has
never seen apillow before, but recognized TV even though there wasn't so much as a Sony Watchman
back at the hole. But why should there be? The hol€' s no place to be making unnecessary noise. The
hole sal about talking in whispers, reading by candldight, bresthing in that rich earthyworm smell. Thet,
and deeping on each other’ s old clothes, the better to keep each other company, even in your dreams.
The hole' sno placefor laughing a vampire Stcoms, listening to the vampire nightly news, watching
vampire cops bust vampire perps. The hol€ s all about dust-to-dust, us versusthem. It’ sthe place for
lying low, and making plansfor tomorrow.

Plus, why add batteriesto your shoplifting list if you can do dl your TV watching during the day?

Except thereisno TV to watch during the day. The broadcast day ends with—the day.Which leaves TV
as pretty much just abox for playing DV Ds and video games, and that’ sit.

Maybe that explains something e se that didn’t make sense a the time. After making me cry with that
stupid song, Isuzu toddled over to the couch and plopped down in front of the TV. She reached over to
the coffee table and snatched up the remote control like aregular pro. But after taking aim and hitting the
power button—just asthe picture flicked on—she flinched.



“It'snot blug,” she said.
“What do you mean?’

But she couldn’'t explain. Thelack of ablue screen wasjust wrong, but it wasn't like it was broken. It
waslikeit wasworking super good. This TV made pictureswithout having to load something first. But
that’ s not how TV s are supposed to work. When you turn them on, the screen’ ssupposed to be blue—it
was aways blue when she did it before, during the day, in some stranger’ s gpartment. Y ou switch it on,
get the blue screen, drop in adisc, and stay away from that door until mom gets back. And when mom
gets back from doing whatever needed doing without a Sx-year-old tagging dong? That’ swhen they tidy
up, and leave maybe one piece of furniturein front of the bedroom door for when the monsters wake

up.
Sssshhhh...
Tee-hee...
Smilelike cats.

And after that, after the window-shopping and videos, | imagine aday full of Frisbeein the park, and
dress-up teaparties, and silliness. Just hours and hours of sllinessin the bright, sheltering sun. | imagine
them Staring each other down, repesting everything the other one says, getting into ticklefights. | imagine
nonpunitive games of dapjack, just for thefun of it. | imagine a pocket full of chocolate, even though they
shouldn’t, even though they’ ve sworn to save it. But when she smileslikethat. ..

“Hereyou go, you little con artist.”

Itry imagining how it happened. How they were found out. Did the mom just get tired of awaysbeing so
careful dl thetime? Or did she maybe want to treat | suzu to something specia—for abirthday, or asa
reward for being good, or as an gpology for some maternd failing beyond the cleansing violence of
dapjack? What was she trying to do when she dipped up for the last time?

Maybe it was something stupid, like hitting the same place too many times. Using too much dectricity
when the world was supposed to be adeep. Too many volts being used during the daytime would be a
dead giveaway. Not that the cops could do anything about it when it was happening, but they’ d get
involved, sooner or later.

It starts with the owner complaining about an unusualy high ectric bill. The utility company checksits
records. And there’ s Isuzu and her mom, trandated into kilowatt hours. That’ swhen it becomes apolice
meatter. That's when the police break out the bloodhounds, who have no problem distinguishing the stink
of human swest from the next-to-nothing vampires|eave behind. The dogs bellow and yelp, straining at
their choke chains, dragging some K-9 squad rookies al the way back to Isuzu and her mom and...

| look a my front door.

| didn't hear any barking during the commotion earlier thisevening. Or at least nothing | couldn’t write
off as coming from the petswhose food Isuzu had liberated. And | haven’t heard any panting, or yelping,
or yipping since everything el se quieted down. There have been no heavy paws thumping down my
halway, no big nails clawing at my front door. ..



Yet.

| panic, which feds appropriately parenta—but also extremely unhelpful under the circumstances. | need
pepper, not panicking. Or pepper spray. | have neither. Ditto, coffee grounds. And rosemary. And
thyme. Ido have avacuum cleaner. | do have avacuum cleaner that hasn't been emptied...

...wdl,ever. I’'m abachelor; cut me some dack. The point is, the vacuum cleaner’ s got avacuum
cleanerbag chock-full of dust and dlergens. And it’ll haveto do.

So | break out the vacuum and pry out the bag. Gray stuff poofs and sprinkles everywhere. | takethe
bag out into the halway, trying not to spill any more than necessary. | don’t want to leave any evidencein
my attempt to hide the evidence.

Whichishow | find mysaf on my knees, outside my front door, carefully sprinkling ameticulousline of
highly stirrable dust between the welcome mat and doorway. A long, thin, manicured line, like aline of
gray cocainefor any snuffling bloodhounds that might happen by. Something innocuous, something a
casud observer wouldn't notice, but which aground-level snout would Hoover up before explodingina
fit of sneezing. And judt like that—the trail, the case, their noses—all would be equaly blown.

That’' sthe plan. And that’ swhy I’'m kneeling outside my front door. Or why Iwas. But why am | still on
my knees? Why can't | get up?

| think the answer goes back to my being raised Catholic. That kind of thing getsin your blood worse
than being avampire. It does't take much to makeit flare up. Just alittle life flashing before your eyes.
Jugt alittle panic. Just an overwhelming sense of how much you' ve got to lose, and how easily you could
loseit.

Maybe that explainsthelittle voice insde my head, the one suggesting something it hasn't suggested ina
long, long time:

Pray.

With ana, not ane.

Pray for forgiveness. And help. And like you mean it.
A mortdl kid and avampire dad? Are you kidding?

Pray likeboth your lives depend onit.

Webcams—thisiswhat I’'m thinking.
Lots and lots of webcams, and rules, and locks...
Not that this occursto me origindly. What originaly occursto meis duct tape. Or maybe aharness and

tether. Or one of those eectric dog collarsthat zeps’em if they try to leave the yard. And, truth betold, |
haven't ruled out any of these, especidly given thisevening'slittle surprise, but. ..



| check the clock onthe DV D player. There' s <till time to go to the computer store and get things set up
before sunrise. Not that | want to leave Isuzu in the apartment by hersdlf, but. ..

| grab my phone. The tethered one—the landline. | switch off the ringer, and then call the number with
my cell. | tiptoe to where Isuzu’ s till snoring away, the jack all dapped out of her. | open the door a
crack, just enough to dip the receiver through. | atach the headset to the cdll, dip it on, and step away
from the door, listening to Isuzu snore through the tinny gatic.

| grab my keysand wallet and step out into the hallway, trying not to disturb my line of bloodhound
repelant. It sweird, having her inmy ear likethis, the sound of her snoring undiminished, even as| put
more and more distance between us. It sweird, but reassuring, too.

| get into my car, and Isuzu' s dtill there. Still there, in the store. Still there, coming back.

It'snot great, this ad hoc baby monitor. It goes out under bridges. | lose her, panic, get her back, sigh.
It'snot grest, but it will haveto do. Just like the webcams, and the warnings, and the locks.

Just like yourstruly, in the parent department. When al issaid and done, I'll just have to do.

My job—thething | do when I’m not figuring out how to raise amortd in arevamped world, thething |
do to make money to make the raising possible—my jobis...well, | write memos. Memos for someone
els2' s sgnature, someone higher up the bureaucratic ladder, someone too busy to do their own writing,
or—I| sugpect—their own signing. Someone who has no ideawho | am, or therole| played in making
theworld what it is. The Benevolent Vampires were anonymous, and given the dubious nature of our
results, we like to keep it that way.

| write reports, too, and rewrite the reports the technical staff have managed to render entirely in
Martian. | dso do briefings in PowerPoint, write position papers, and have even published the
occasiond Federa Regigter naotice, revising thisor that regulation to comport with whatever the politica
flavor (or favor) of the month happensto be. In short, | sl time-shares on my brain and try not to think
about it when I’ m off the clock.

Theorganization | do dl thisscribbling for is the Bureau of Blood Quaity—BBQ, for short. You've
probably seen our mascot, the Hemogoblin—our version of Smokey the Bear. The Hemogoblin's
mission is “to warn the public regarding anumber of blood quality issues.” That' swhat we say, & least.
Redlly, he' s pretty much aguardian of the status quo and a capitalist tool, offering aid and comfort to the
mega-super-multinational bleederies while demonizing the mom-"n’-pop microbleeds.

“Consider the source,” the Hemogoblin advises.
“Stick with namesyou can trust.”

Meaning, of course: Corporations good, independents bad. After dl, it's the microbleeds who water
down their product line with horse, cow, and pig blood. It’ s the microbleeds who lace in vampire blood,
which actslike atapeworm on heroin, consuming the consumer and making you buy more and more,
trying to quench a suddenly unquenchable thirst. It’ s the microbleeds who doctor expiration dates, skimp
on quality control, let stock thaw and refreeze over and over again, and gtill havethe balsto cal it “vein
fresh,” “just tapped.” “If it were any fresher, the bottle would have a pulse.”



Y ep, that’ s exactly who it is—thelittle guys. The guyswho have absolutely nothing to back them up,
except their reputation among satisfied customers and good word of mouth. 1t' s the microbleeds cutting
cornerswith impunity, knowing the Hemogoblin'sjust itching to lose al thet corporate tax revenue by
shutting down, say, the blood-bottling equivaent of a Coca-Cola.

Asthe Hemogoblin says, “ Do the math, sucker.”

And don't bite the hand that feeds you.

Isuppose you could say I’'m the cynic of the office, though | prefer theterm “redigtic.” | find that
cynicism, as an operating principle, makesthe evil we do easier. It helps clarify what would otherwise be
asinscrutable as Zen koans.

Like: Thejob of the Recall Divisonistonot initiate recalls.

Like “Overdght” means closng your eyes, looking the other way, seeing no evil—at least when it comes
to the macros.

Ah me. Oh my. Your tax dollars at work.

Do you know what | like about my office? By which | mean, do you know what shocks me for no other
reason than the fact that it doesn’t seem to shock anybody else? All the corporate logos on pens, pocket
protectors, scratch pads, baseball caps, what used to be called “ coffee” mugs. The coworker in the cube
next to mine, for ingance, spsadl night long from amug hawking Sneaky Pete, the Seepytime tea of
bloods, while another glugs from a sports bottle advertising Xtreme Unction, the vampire' s Jolt Cola.

“Get some Unction in yer junction if yawannafunctionin da... Xtreme!”

The last word is pronounced like two: “ex” and “dream.”

Adrendine.

That'swhy | dmost killed 1suzu. And that’swhy her mom waskilled, in dl likeihood, by aband of
bottle-feds |ooking for alittle taste of old schoal.

Adrenaineisaso the big thing in the blood biz nowadays. That’ s the thing they add (or withhold) to
smulate various long-gone “blood acquisition modalities.” Sneaky Pete, for example, includes amost no
adrendineat dl. It smulates blood gotten by way of the sneak attack, after the victim’ s been seduced
into acquiescence and mistakes the pressure at hisor her throat as an arousing (but not fear-inducing)
love bite. In the midadrena range, there’ s Headlights, named after that deer cliché. Headlights smulates
the short shock of redizing you' re dead just before you are.

And then there' s Xtreme Unction and itsimitators—Desth Rattle, Little Seizure, Chest Cracker. All
have roughlytwice the adrenaline needed to ingtigate a heart attack in your average mortal. Having tasted
thered thing, | can assure you that these last don’t smulate anything. They’ re aimed at the pumped-up
imaginations of bottle-feds, dreaming about what hunted blood must have been like. And it' sthese
bottled, romanticized liesthat get my adrenaline going, whenever | think about al the damagethey’ve



meant for the likes of 1suzu and her mom.

Hell, | dmost fdll for it myself, even though | know better. Sip at the same lie often enough, and you start
to believeit. The bar gets raised, the exaggeration becomes the basdine, and al we can
remember—those who think we remember what real blood islike—isthat “real” wasaways better than
“bottled.”

Of course, without those myths, Isuzu would never have been born. And | wouldn’t be Sitting herein my
cube, using my email window to hide my webcam feed, clicking back and forth whenever someone
passes. | wouldn't be Sitting here, catching glimpses of 1suzu napping, watching TV, offering some of her
pet food to some invisible someone.

“Whatcha got there?’” my supervisor asksas| click back to my email and try not to look guilty.

“Lab saysthe sample from that Tucson microbleed’ s clean asawhigtle,” | say. Just like al the samples
awaysare. Your tax dollars, et cetera

“Okay, okay,” my supervisor says, nodding before bending to sip from his“Got Blood?’ mug. He
screws up hisface like aclean [ab report is some kind of a problem. Which it kind of is—especidly when
it sfor amicro that’s started cutting into a macro’ s share of the market. Macros don’t get lab reports.
We' ve dready discussed this. The math’ s been done; the feeding hand left unbitten.

“Okay,” hesays, deciding it. “Bust em on that licensing technicdity and have enforcement destroy their
inventory.” He amilesin that midmanagement way, with hisfangs denting his bottom lip.

So much for free and open competition in a market-driven economy.

“Will do,” | say, ashereturnsto hisoffice, clicking his Xtreme Unction giveaway pen—just anervous
habit, or so heclams.

Isuzu stands framed in her little window on my PC. | click Expand and shefills my screen, maxing out
the pixels, turning into apointillist verson of hersdf. A face behind stippled glass. She' smugging in front
of themirror I’ ve hidden acamera behind, pressing her noseinto apig snout just like | showed her,
tugging down her lower lids, experimenting with various tortured mouth shapes. Now she' s cupping her
forehead with her hand, hiding her hair. She squeezes down and makes furrows, followed by a stern
setting of thelips. She pulls her brow smooth again, followed by agrin dmost maniacally wide.

| glimpse my own reflection, notice my expression matching hers, smilefor smile, frown for frown. |
check the clock at the bottom of my screen. Two more hours. Two more hours here instead of there.
Two more pointless, non-Isuzu hours before | can walk in through that door behind her there, scramble
that hair, ask her what she did while | was away, nod, nod, smiling away like the luckiest vampire on
earth.

“No watching TV on the company dime,” avoice says behind me.

| flinch and turn. It's a coworker with less seniority and a sense of humor that manifestsitsalf in the form
of barked orders, asif she actualy outranks me.

“I’'m on break, Cindy.”



“I know. | wasjust kidding,” she says. “Hey, isthat anew one?’

At fird, | don’'t know what she’ stalking about and don’t know what to say.
“I'maLittle Bobby Littlefan, mysdlf,” Cindy says, and then | get it.
KidTV.

On the opposite end of the spectrum from the farms, there sKidTV. After dl, vampires are as proneto
nostalgiaas anyone else, and the thing we' re nostalgic about is the thing that’ simpossible to get back: our
childhoods. Unlike before, we can’'t use kids as an excuse to buy toys and relive our own childhoods. So
whilethefarmsraiselittle Isuzusfor private daughter, the Little Bobby Littles of KidTV areraised like
celebrities. Instead of being hunted on some secluded preserve, the KidTV kids play before the cameras
intheir idealized 1950s bedrooms, their nostal gic cuteness beamed from some undisclosed fortressto
derilevampiresdl over theworld.

“Caught me” | say, trying to put mysdlf between Isuzu and my coworker.

“Hey, she'scute,” Cindy says, peeking around behind me. “Looksalittle like me when | wasthat age.”
Pause—and | dready know what’ s coming. “Have | ever shown you the pictures of mewhen | wasa
kid?’

God, what a pathetic bunch we are, reliving our childhoods by watching strangers grow upon TV.
Strangersalot of uswould make into fast food, if we knew where the hell they were being kept, if

they’ reeven red in thefirst place, and not some computer-generated fiction or some old videotape being

passed off aslive. And if it'snot KidTV, thenit’s our own childhood photos, passed around, cooed
over, bragged about, displayed on our desks as if we were somehow our own parents.

“Yeah. Yeah, Cindy, you have.”
“Oh...”

She seems disgppointed, and normdly I'm not thisrude, but I' m gtill alittle shaken over being caught,
mooning over my very own persond verson of KidTV.

“Youwereared cutie,” | say, making nice, clicking off the webcam window.

Cindy unzipsasmilein thisweird way she has, showing first one fang, then the other. “Thanks” she
sys.

And then shewinks. “P.S.,” shesays. “Y our secret’s safe with me.”

At the sound of the word “ secret,” my heart clencheslike afist. It tries aknock-knock joke on the
ingde of my rib cage.How does she know?it wants to know.What do we do now?it demands.

But Cindy continues. “Just don't let the big guy catch you. Break or no break, those Web TV
broadcastsredlly put a strain on the network...”

Oh. My heart unclenches. She doesn’t know athing. Shejust thinks 1’ m hooked on one of those kid
shows. Good. That'll be my cover story if | ever get caught again—and Cindy will back me up, saying



shewarned me, shedid, and I’ ll agree, and apologize, and swear I'll never do it again.
“Thanksfor thewarning, Cindy,” | say, and she unzipsthat smile again.

“No prob,” she says, before leaning in and whispering, “1 got busted for the same thing last year. They
gave methe ‘resources talk and adap onthewrist.”

“Good to know,” | whisper back, thinking: one hour and forty-five minutesto go.

9
KKK Day

Time passes.

That' s something new—or something old that seems new again—noticing the passage of time. It'slsuzu
who's reminded me, just by being here. Watching what even afew months' worth of it doesto her, the
changesit makes, theinexplicable pressuresit crestes. It's made me impatient with my fellow vampires,
the way they chat endlesdy in the checkout line, the way they tell storiesthat zigzag in ahundred different
directions, one step forward, five back, picking up subplots and background and
stream-of-consciousness non sequiturs, taking forever to get to apoint or a punch line and frequently
forgetting both dong the way. They spend their time like drunken sailors spend their money—plenty
more where that came from—obliviousto the fact that some of us may not actudlyhave dl thetimein the
world.

It'sbeen over ayear since | found Isuzu, and I’ ve started wearing awatch. Not one of the new ones
with the preset darm to let you know when the sun’s coming, but one of the old kind, with a second hand
and everything. | wear awatch, and | find myself watching it—when I’m not watching Isuzu, on my PC
or in person.

| have calendars, too. Plurd. One of which is prominently displayed in the kitchen, on the wall where
we ve started measuring the progress of 1suzu’ s lengthening bones. She' s passed a couple of hatch
marks dready, and I’ ve dready told her that at thisrate, by the time she’ smy age, she'll be banging her
head against the moon.

She' sdready giggled at that, and I’ ve already thanked God.

Glancing at the calendar tonight, | notice something new. Or redly, something very old. It' sadate, one
that 1suzu has circled in stars. It’snot her birthday; that was afew months ago. And it’s not Christmas,
ether, which was even further back. But each of those days got thiskind of star treatment.

It'sahaliday, but one the calendar makers have stopped paying attention to, even as amatter of
historical interest. Theselost holidays are generaly the food ones or the desth ones—like Thanksgiving
or Easter. Something tells me that these holidays were still celebrated in the Cassidy hole, perhapsasa
politica statement, perhapsin solidarity with thingsthat die and are eaten. Or maybe they werejust an
excuse to eat some of that chocolate they stole before escaping.



“Bool”

It'slsuzu. She's snuck up behind mewhile | was standing here, counting the days between now and the
date she' scircled at the end of October.

Turning, | find her standing there, a bedsheet pulled over her head, afresh pair of eyeholes scissored
Out.

| snap my fingers.

“KuKlux Klan Day!” | say. “Of course!”

“Huh?’

“Joke” | say. She stares at me through her eyeholes, not getting Marty’ s funny way of talking, yet again.
Whichisfine by me. Which isgreat. Given the choice of which bit of history to forget—the KKK or
Halloween—I’ d drop the pointy-headed cross burnersin a heartbest.

“Bad joke,” | say, as much to mysdlf asher.

Sill:

There are some out there—the vampirically correct—who don’t see much of a difference between what
the KKK and Halloween represent. Both celebrate intolerance, they’ |l say. Both embrace stereotypes.
Both demonize that which they don't understand. And it’ s for these reasons aswell asthe irrelevance of
its candy-kids-and-death e ements that Halloween hasfalen off the caendar.

Wéll, every caendar except mine, it seems.

| look at Isuzu in her sad little retro costume. “ Are you ag-g-g-g-ghost?’ | ssammer, a hand fluttering to
my chest. She nods. A giggle leaks out from under the shest.

“What have you done with Isuzu?’ | ask.
“We drank her blood,” 1suzu says, mixing not only the type of undead sheis, but aso her pronouns.

| should probably worry about that—and | plan to, someday. But for now, what I’ m thinking about
manly is

How?

How are we supposed to celebrate Halloween? How are we supposed to make it specia inaworld
that' s pretty much one long, monotonous Halloween after another?

How did her mother manage it? The whole door-to-door trick-or-treating thing is out, obvioudy. Did
they keep it smple? Wasit just a sheet and aboo, some stale chocolate, apat on the head, and a
“Happy Haloween, kiddo” ? Were decorations involved?

And what about a pumpkin?

| remember pumpkins playing abig part, but who grows pumpkins anymore? It s not like we need them



for apumpkin pie or anything. How am | supposeto get apumpkinin...
I look at the calendar. Two weeks? | can’'t grow a pumpkin in two weeks.

I look at Isuzu. Halloween is ill two weeks away, and she' s dready starred the date. She' saready
wearing acostume. It’ s one of those counting-the-days holidays. And that means Big. That means

Expectations.

So, what did they do—Isuzu and her mom—in the two weeks leading up to Halloween? I’ d ask, but
asking means| don’t know, which suggests afalling of parentd ingtinct and alack of knowledge of things
S0 basic asto cdl everything e seinto question.

So | don't ask. | imagine. | fill inthe blanks. And what | imagineisthis:

Serid B-and-E's, in costume, with some petty vanddism thrown in for good measure. “Trick or treat,” |
imagine Isuzu’smom saying at their last stop, before jimmying open alock or bricking her way into
someplace fun.

Laser tag, maybe.

WEe ve dtill got those places. We ve actudly got more than we used to. Vampiredove laser tag. It fillsthe
holeleft behind when hunting became irrdlevant. And | can just imagine them—Isuzu and her
mom—firing up the fog machines and black lights, donning the target vests, making suretheir laser guns
work. | imagine daughter chasing mother, mother chasing daughter, scrambling up ramps, hiding behind
plywood walls, their hearts pounding their old-fashioned blood around their expiration-dated bodies. |
imagine thar stereo giggles echoing everywhere while red wires of light dice through the foggy air.

“Ah, yagot me!”
“Y ou got me, too!”
More giggles. More fun than Isuzu and | haveever...

They’ d sted candles from the hardware store to wax windows with. They’d cut rolls of paper toweling
into haves or thirds and fling long streamersinto the monster-clawed branches of unleafed trees. They’ve
got somewild duck eggsthey found during the summer and didn’t use for breskfast, saving them for this.
They're quite ripe now, and smell like shit when they smash their runny asterisks againgt the
oh-so-deserving windows of al those places thathave windows to be smashed into.

“Takethat, you suckers!”
“Yeah, and this, too.”

“Good am, baby girl.”
And Isuzu would blush and giggle and dig out another rotten egg from their garbage bag full of
provisons.

In the treat department, there’ d be afew chocolate bars | eft, saved for just this occasion. And they’d
have some homemade sweets, too. Rock candy made from maple sugar Isuzu’s mom boiled down from
the sap she' stapped. There would be honey, too, the getting of which accounted for the swelling that



was gtill going down, but worth it—when you factored in that smile.
Apples from an abandoned orchard.
Wild berry jam, bottled when they were still in season.
A fruitcake that actualydid outlive mankind—confirming the suspicions of fruitcake haters everywhere.

And then, later, back in the hole—after the mischief and sugar are done—they’ d exchange a couple of
whispered “Boos.” They'd curl up to deep then, while the rest of the world was just getting up, oblivious
to what the day used to be and wondering who put al that shit in the tree.

Through her eyeholes, 1suzu’ s eyes are posing a question:
13 &?1
It' sthe So of Great Expectations.

The So of, “ So, now that you know Halloween is coming, what are you going to do about it?” There
may aso bea*sucker” in there, somewhere, to clarify who the So isaimed at, not that | need
clarification. Tag, I'mit. Let the competition begin. And may the better parent...

“I seeyou'redl ready for Halloween,” | say. When in doubt, State the obvious.

Isuzu nods her head, and even though the sheet is hiding her mouth, | can tell she's amiling.
“That’ sthe one with Santa Claus, right?’ | tease, and Isuzu goes,“No...”

“Sureitis” | say. “ Santa comes down your chimney and sealsyour TV and...”

Isuzu is not amused. She puts her foot down. “No. No. No.No,” sheinsists, shaking her head so
violently, her eyeholes dide around to the back.

“Okay, then it’ sthe one with the Parsnip Man,” | say, tugging her eyeholes back around, lining them up
S0 | can see her reaction. Sheis—I’m happy to report—both shocked and appal led.

“Who?’ sheasks, her eyes saying “laser,” her eyesadding “amtokill.”

“The Parsnip Man,” | say. “Hefliesaround in hismagica Coup De Ville, bringing parsnipsto dl the
good girlsand boys.” | pause. Isuzu shakes. “Don't tell me you never put out an old pair of shoesfor the

Parsnip Man?’

She stops shaking long enough to say,“No,” so derisively | dmost want to check for ID. She soundslike
an eighteen-year-old girl turning down a sixteen-year-old boy for the prom. | think about mentioning this
comparison to her—not the whole thing, of course. Just the part about sounding older than sheis. If |
remember anything about being alittlekid, it’sthis: Little kidswant to be big kids, and the sooner, the

better.

“How oldareyou?’ | ask.



Isuzu holds up one hand, full open, and then adds two fingers on the other hand. “ Seven,” she says.

“Wow! You seemalot older.”

And no matter how ham-handed the compliment—no matter how obvious you are abouit telling
somebody something they want to hear—if it’ stheright thing, they’ |l believeit, even if everybody else
within earshot is making the puke gesture with their fingers.

And s0 Isuzu smiles.

She even blushes. Oh, sure, vampires are sensitive to that sort of thing, and can see blusheswhere
otherscan’t. But it doesn't take black marble eyesto see that flush of pride. Hell, you could practicaly
read by the glow she’ sgiving off. Y ou could useit to land aircraft.

Andjugt likethat, I'm forgiven for my Parsnip Man faux pas.

“S0,” | say, “what’ sabig kid like you do on this—what isit again?’

“HALLOWEEN!" Isuzu shouts, going up on her tiptoes o she can reach the top of her lungs.

| flinch.

Thisisthefirst timesncel’ ve known her that 1suzu has made so much noise. Her little in-hiding, tee-hee
laugh—though lessflat than before—remains atightly leashed thing. She knows better. | know she
knows better.

“Shshshsh,” | shshshsh. “Keep it down, will ya?’

And the ghost Isuzu’' s playing at justdies. It' skind of like watching a hot air balloon deflate. All of a
sudden, the sheet she’ swearing goes heavy, her tiptoes go flat, and the ghost sinks back to earth, dmost
apologetically. She starts staring at her shoes, and | can see the part in her hair through the eyeholes.
The hum of eectric thingsfillsthis quiet space we ve entered.

It goes on for aminute. Almost awhole minute sworth of me being quiet, 1suzu being quiet, me staring
a her, her staring at her shoes. And then, suddenly, her eyes grow back behind her eyeholes. They begin
to sparkle again with seasonad mischief.

“Ha-a-a-al-I-I-1,” 1suzu whispers, drawing the word out, keeping her voice down.

“0O-0-0-0-0-0h,” she adds, bouncing up and down on her tiptoes again, a happy little ball.

“We-e-e-e-e-n,” she concludes, using al of her hushed breath. She marks each extrasyllable with a
bounce—my happy, restrained ba | of pure kid joy—jping-ponging between heaven and this other place.

Alot of our Halloween decorations are redlly just my old decorations, returned to their rightful places,
now that they’ re more seasondly correct. All thelittle funerea knickknacks| hid away, trying not to
scare Isuzu on her first evening here—the bone things, the cemetery things, the various homagesto



Dracula, Nosferatu, L estat—out they all come. Safe now. Acceptable. Expected and required. | could
put them out as Hall oween decorations, maybe spray them with some Silly String cobwebs, and then
maybe just forget to ever put them away. Maybe then my place would start feding more like my place

again.

Not that I’'m complaining, but ever since Isuzu cameinto my life, everything’ sbeen. .. different.Different
in good ways, sure. But dso different in “just different” ways.

Like?

Wadll, | fed likeavigtor to my own life. | fed likel’m aways onstage. Alwayson guard. | can't redly
beme around her. Instead, I’ ve become the me-I-am-when-I’ m-around-her. More careful. More
worried. Moremortal.

Moreinside my heed, trying to see things through her eyes, hear things through her ears.
Usudly, at least.

Sometimes | forget mysdlf. Or, redlly, sometimes| go back to the me| was before | was under constant
aurveillance. It' sthelittle things that usualy do it—bring out the old, real me. The onewith a Screamer’s
patience—and vocabulary. The one so easily frustrated over something assmple as, say ...

...ajack-o0’-lantern.

How are we supposed to have Halloween without ajack-0'-lantern? We can’t, obvioudly. So,
obvioudy, | haveto get one, which means| have tomake one, which means | need apumpkin, whichis
when | start swearing.

“Fuck,”l mutter under my bresth—but not far enough under for Isuzu to missit. Not that thisrequires
much volume. When it comes to hearing things she shouldn’t, my little Trooper has the receiving capecity
of alarger-than-average satdllite dish.

“That’ sabad word,” she calls out, not bothering to look up from the drawing she' sdoing, sprawled on
the floor, a peacock fan of colored Magic Markers spread next to her. “Y ou’ re gonnago toh-e
-double-hockey-sticks,” she adds—echoing, I’ m sure, what her late mother probably said whenever her
daughter made the mistake of echoing her own swearing.

“Sorry,” | say, smiling at the thought of avampire sbeing told he sgoing to hell. And her spelling my
damnation out—it’ samost too cute to bear.

H-e-double-hockey-sticks.

And so | gart thinking about playing hockey in hell—perhapswhen it finaly freezes over. Which getsme
thinking about what other games might be played in hell. Bowling, for some reason, seemslikely.
Followed by...

“Wait asecond,” | say, my pumpkin dilemma suddenly dovetailing into my mentd riff on sportsin hell
and then blossoming into afull-blown Eureka

| sngpmy fingersandtap at theair.“Yes” | say. “That'sit!”



“Yes, yes, yes,” | say, adding atap per “yes”
“What | do?’ Isuzu says, snapping to and freezing, like adog startled by a sudden noise.

“A basketbdl,” | say, bending to scramble Isuzu’' s hair, before disappearing into my bedroom closet and
returning with the object itsalf.

“Orange,” | say, beforeletting it go, letting it pang on the hardwood floor, and then catching it with the
fingertips of both hands.

“Round,” | say, letting it go, letting it pang, catching.

“Say hdlo to our pumpkin, Pumpkin.”

Thefirst eye pokesout just fine.

The basketbd| istill rigid with the air ingdeit. It pierces negtly with asingle hard stab from the pointier
half of apair of scissors. It exhaes onelong sigh, the air coming out stale and rubbery, with ahint of
talcum. Therest isjust amatter of cutting out from the hole, following the Magic Marker triangle I've
outlined.

The second eye—that’ s another story.

The basketbal kegpsits shape easily enough when the only thing pressing on it isthe outsde air, but
when | try stabbing it again, it cavesin. Clearly, | need to re-create the resistance of that first time. And
so | work two fingersin through the first eye, squeeze the ball so | can prop the second eye up from
behind, and then pressin with the scissors again. Theideaisthat the tip will poke through and pass safdy
between theV of my fingers.

Ideas. Plans. Wighful thinking.

Perhaps the better ideawould have been to stick afunnel inthefirst hole so | could fill the basketball
with sand. That would have kept the whole thing rigid and my fingersin clear view. With the basketbal
full of sand, | could just poke, poke, poke—eye, nose, mouth—shake the sand out, and then cut, cut,
cut.

That would probably have been the better idea.

And thisis probably agood place to mention that vampires, when we bleed, do not bleed well. Where a
morta might have to squeeze a pricked finger to tease out a single shiny bead, vampiresgush. We gush a
the dightest provocation. We gush like ateenage girl meeting her favorite celebrity. We do not gushlong;
we' re not talking about hemophilia here. But we do gush hard for a second or two, the blood flung out in
asyrupy red spurt that can travel pretty far, provided it doesn't hit something dong the way, like, say, the
eye of the bleeder or some innocent bystander.

Thefirg timeyou seeit, it sdwaysalittlewerd, alittle embarrassing for both partiesinvolved—worse
gl if the nonbleeding party isthe one who catches around of friendly fire:

“Ohjeez...”



“Sorry..."

“Shit...”

“Let me get ahandkerchief.”
“Better makeit atowel.”
“Sorry..."

Andthat’ s how it goesif the partiesinvolved are mutually consenting vampires who are not—as agenerd
matter—sgueamish about dl things bloody.

Unfortunately, Isuzu is not an adult. Or avampire. Or immuneto the sight of blood, even though she'd
seen quitealot of it in her short life—most of it coming from thewoman I’ ve just stabbed myself trying to
outdo.

Unfortunately, too, my vampire reflexes, sensing they’ re being attacked, react with al their true vampire
speed. My heart doesn’t have time to get off asingle beat between the scissor point piercing my fingertip
and me yanking my fingers out of the eyehole and into the open.

Right out there in the open—and aimed at where |suzu lies sprawled, innocently coloring away at a
yowling black cat, her legs crooked up behind her and crossed at the ankles. To me—to my vampire
eyes—the spurt seemsto take forever to traceits arc from my throbbing fingertip to the sheet of paper
she' sbeen working at for the last haf hour.

And then: Splagh!
A gresat bloody red Rorschach.

Isuzu looks up, aready disgusted as a second spasm sends another bit of me sailing smack dab into her
already scrunched forehead. She looks both shot and shocked. Her eyes blink and the red splotch on her
forehead begins running, dowly, down between her eyes, dong the bridge of her nose, to the jumping-off
point at thetip. Her eyes dart down to where another drop has splashed on the floor, and then back up
at me, justintimeto see the last few drops dribble out before the wound closes up like atight-lipped
amile

| tense, prepared for anything—a crying jag, ascreaming fit, aflashback to the night her mom was killed.
Anything, that is, except for...

“Gross, Marty,” she says, looking at melikel did it on purpose. She brushes her arm across her
forehead like she' swiping her nose. “Totaly gross.”

It'snot until she looks back at her drawing, the red Rorschach and black cat having bled together to the
improvement of neither. It'snot until | look where she’ slooking that | notice the clear little drops of
nothing pat-patting to the aready ruined page. Her back isto me, and she does her crying silently, but it's
crying nevertheless.

| wait for her to turn. Shedoesn’'t. And | don’t make her.



“Sorry about your picture, kiddo,” 1 whisper, and she shifts her little wing bonesin ashrug.

| redly should have used sand.

By the time Haloween arrives, I’ ve actudly done some of the things| imagined 1suzu’smom doing. Like
tapping maple treesfor sap to make sugar to make rock candy. Like finding an abandoned orchard
where apples still grow. I’ ve even scared up some chocolate on eBay, and found a maker of scented
candles who grows and dries her own fruit for the fragrances. | talked her into FedExing me some dried
apricots, peaches, and cranberries at an exorbitant cost, and under the pretense that | was a smdll-scale
perfumer experiencing atemporary supply chain glitch.

“Ya, sure,” shesaid over the phone, al the way from Cdifornia, by way of Maine. “Waddever.”

Renting out the laser tag place for the night wasn't cheap, of course—buit at least I’ ve got my grand
findefor the evening.

On theissue of costume, we've had to compromise.

| had my heart set on turning Isuzu into a princess, one of the severd |’ ve created for her bedtimes over
the last several months. A princess whose skin is made of tougher stuff than fabled—pea-proof stuff. A
trouper. A princess who can take care of hersdlf, but doesn’'t have to, because sheisn’t being held
captive by amean, or wicked, or evil step-anything. I’ d even gone asfar as buying the necessary yard
goods—the gauze and glitter, the needle and thread, the pipe cleaners and some sparkly blue Liberace
cloth. The rubber sword. The too-big army boots. But Isuzu prefersthe classics. Her heart’ s vote was
cast for that holey old sheet she' d sprung on me two weeks earlier.

In the end, we morphed the two. For Halloween, 1suzu would become the ghost of awarrior
princess—a clear sign that even princesses who can take care of themsalves are living on borrowed
time.

Asit turns out, we never make it to the laser tag place.

And asfar asmy basketball jack-0'-lantern? Funny thing about that. Seems a basketbal | that can hold
its shape even when the air’ slet out won't keep that shape once you put alit candleinside.

I’ve cut the candle down, so | can dideit in through the biggest available opening, which in thiscaseis
Jack’ s zigzaggy mouth. And then | push the face gently in, bending an eyehole over thewick, so | can
light it before pulling the face gently back into shape. 1suzu is till getting ready in the bathroom, and so |
dim thelights so Jack can shinein al hisflickering glory.

The effect, | must admit, ismagical. For awhile, at least.

Isuzu seesit the firgt thing upon emerging from the bathroom, the candidight hitting her princess sequins,
sending dozens of blue-tinged blobs of light dancing acrossthe wallslike amirrored disco bal. Sheturns
oneway, watching the little blue lights swim upstream, and then the other, watching them retreat. She
looks at Jack, and then at me, smiling as broadly as either of us. And then she claps, holding her hands
off to the side for a quick, polite pat-pat-pat. The applause of an art patron’ s understated appreciation



for her up-and-coming’ s latest effort—the “bravo” assumed, but not the air kissto either cheek. It'sone
of those gestures that make me wonder about 1suzu and her mom'’ s life together, before me, beforethis.
Did her mom clap for her thisway after some long-forgotten accomplishment? Was this the language
they’ d developed? And did Isuzu’ s heart fed like it might break or burst the first time her mother praised
her thisway—like mine sfeding now?

“Thank you,” | say, taking abow. “Thank you. Thank you...”

Airkiss Air kiss.

“You rewelcome,” Isuzu says, courtly, still her mom for a second longer, before settling back into being
Isuzu, alittle girl dressed up asthe ghost of awarrior princess.

“Trick or treat,” she says, her little pink hand darting out suddenly from undernesth the sheet, palm up.

| start with apiece of rock candy. The plan isto work up to the chocolate, and then on to laser tag to
work off the sugar buzz.

Her fingers close around the rock candy as her hand retracts under the sheet, followed by the sound of
crunching and the subtle bobbing of 1suzu’ s warrior-princess-ghost head.

“Tank you,” she says, in between crunches, her mouth full.

“You' rewelcome,” | say, trying to echo her, echoing her mom.

The crunching and bobbing stop, and the little hand pops out again.

“Trick or treat.”

“What do we say?”’

“Thank you.”

“You' rewelcome.”

And 0 it goes, Jack flickering in the background dl but forgotten as| dedl out treat after treat to my
soletrick-or-treater. At one point, | suggest that maybe it should betrick orre treat, and—to my
amazement—she actudly findsthisfunny.

“Trick or retreat,” she says.

And says.

And says.

Until I’'m pretty sorry | got the whole thing started, but pleased, too, because even though it sgetting a
little monotonous at the moment, that’ s exactly what we' re having—amoment. Time of the quaity sort.

Good parent points, scored and banked.

And that funny smell?1 don’t think much of it. Or what | think isthis: Herbs. | haven't burned acandle
with dried apricots and herbsin it snce—well, forever. So yeah. Herbs. Burning herbs. That’ swhat



ginks.

Until the smoke detector goes off. Followed by the fire darm. Followed by my entire building being
evacuated.

“Comeon, Marty.” A neighbor bangs on my door. “It'safire. We gottago.”

| act like I’m not home. It’ s not too hard. We ve been quiet and the lights are aready turned down. And
now, with Jack reduced to little more than a smoldering hunk of burned rubber, the placeis completely
dark. I reach out and find Isuzu’ s hand—also not too hard, seeing asit’s been reaching out to the same
place every minute or so for the last haf hour.

“Sshh,” | say, and she doesn’t have to be told twice. We listen together in the dark as doors open and
close, followed by footsteps, some running, some surprisingly sow, given that they don’t know that it'sa
faseaarm. It sounds like the footsteps of old people—but there aren’t any of those anymore—not
bodywise, at least. Which leavesthe only other explanation | can come up with: reluctance.

But what would make someone reluctant to leave aburning building?

And then it hitsme. My reluctant friends and neighbors? They were doing it! They were naked and in the
shower and doing it when the darms went off.

This,| havegot to see.

So | go to the window, but then stop. Because thisis not something Isuzu should be seeing. Not that I'm
aprude, but there's only so much honesty akid should have to put up with to make her parent fed
open-minded. Some lines have to be drawn, and thisisone I’ m drawing. Isuzu doesn't need to be

exposed to public displays of exposure.

Me, on the other hand, I'm way past lega and I’ ve known these people forever. And I'll admit it. I'm
curious. There are some nicely curved silhouettes from across the way that I’ ve been wondering about
for years. And it'snot asif opportunitieslike thisdrop in your lap every day.

So | part the drapes, but up high and out of range of Isuzu’sroaming ghost eyes. | live on the fourth floor
and have ahalfway decent view of the lawn below where my friends and neighbors are now gathering.

But when | look down, what | see makes me bark with laughter. 1t makes me want to believein God
again. What | seeisnot genitaia—tufted, shaved, or swinging. It's not breasts, shapely or otherwise. It's
not even secret tattoos or piercings, where and on whom I’ d never have imagined.

But itis about secrets. It's about aworld of secrets| should have guessed, but didn't. It’ s about
perversity and hypocrisy and the delight of discovering we can till count on both.

Four stories below me, huddling and mingling and milling about, are ghosts and witches and
Dracula-style vampires, complete with old-time fake plastic fangs over their real ones.

“Son of ahitch,” | say to mysdlf, but loud enough for Isuzu, even with asheet covering her radar ears.

“That'sabad word,” shereminds me, just in case | wasin any danger of forgetting. “Y ou’ re gonnago
to...”



“Sssshhh,” | say, cutting her off. “I know,” | whisper, till staring at my oh-so-vampirically-incorrect
neighbors. And I’m not the only one staring. The oneswho aren't dressed up are staring, too. Their
disgust is clear from even four stories up. Those whoare disgusted—that is—which isby no meansall of
them. Some are just amused, while others seem amost contemplative, asif wondering why they let
themselves be talked into giving thisup. Oh, soit'sun-VC, eh? It skids stuff and we're not kids
anymore?

Yesh. Right.

Some of the uncostumed ones are chatting with their made-up neighbors, some of the latter turning to
afford them thefull view, or fanning out their capes, giving them the o’ Lugos batwing spread.

Isuzu tugs on my pant leg. “Trick or retreat,” she whispers.

“Hey, Pumpkin,” | whisper back. “Come here.” | knedl so we' re the same height, and then spread the
drapes again, but lower.

“For you,” | whisper as she presses her little ghost face to the glass. “Happy Halloween,” | add, wishing
| could take her down there, let her mingle, let her play, let her offend the sensibilities of those who
disapprove. Because that’ swhat Halloween was al about before—that’ s what made it such agreat
holiday.

The only rulefor Haloween isbregking the rules.
But | can't. Thisisas close aswe get, thislittle peek from adistance. Isit enough?Isit acrue tease?

Isuzu turns away from the window and answers al my questions with ahug. She kisses me on the cheek
through her ghost sheet. When she pullsaway, | can see the shape of her mouth bleeding through the
front of the costume, in chocolate.

“Thanks, Dad,” she says, as| try to gulp my heart back down. Try not to leak anything red on her
princess sequins, or her little make-believe shroud.

10
Pope Peter the Last

Itill don’t know what to do with the dead time between I suzu’ s going to bed and sunrise. I’ vetried
synching up our schedules better, so that she degpsfor agood part of thetimel’m at work. And I've
pushed back on her bedtime, alittle bit each week, trying to shrink that dead space, trying to encourage
her to deep through as much of the day as possible. But you can push that sort of thing only so far. She's
growing like aweed, now, and mortals, like plants, need sunlight. There are vitaminsin it, or something.

| fill usethe cell phoneto listen to her snore. It helps. I’ ve bought a separate phone, just for under her
bed, which isared one, now, and not just the air mattress. But Sitting in the living room while she' sin her
bedroom, snoring over awire plugged into my ear...this seemsweird. It'stoo close. Too creepy.

So | gofor awak. The moon’sout, and full, and it’s drawing those inky black shadows of everything
acrossthe sdewalk. | still have Isuzu plugged into my ear, just in case, and to keegp me company.



Before Isuzu, thiswould be thetime I’ d head out to a strip club, in search of noise, distraction. Breasts.
But that does't seem right, now. Not with achild at home. Not considering the fact that the last time|
went, | got kicked out. Plus, | wouldn’t be able to hear my cell over themusic.

So | just walk to walk, following my shadow, no particular destination in mind.

It safter I've walked for afew blocksthat | seeit, up ahead. A church, dl lit up for midnight mass,
whichisn't just for Christmas anymore. It's Sunday. The dead time' s aways worse on Sundays. And the
gtained glassisthrowing rainbows to the sdewalk, dong with the moon’ sinky shadows. Catholic
vampires (and yes, thereare Catholic vampires) stroll in through the yellow rectangle of the wide open
double doors—singly, doubly, in smal groupsthat amost look like families. There sasign outside, lit up,
with aquestion mark init.

“CH__CH,” it says, followed by, “What' smissng?’

| have to go around to the other side—the side closer to those open doors—to read the answer.

“UR,” the other side says.

Normally, something that corny would make me groan, or dap my forehead, or shakeiit, at least. You
see, | gave up being rdigious back when | gave up dying. But every so often lately, ever Sncelsuzu's
garted living with me, | hear alittle voice.

| flinch. That’ snot thelittle voice | was thinking about that just wentpssstit. Thelittle voice | wasthinking
about usualy comes from inside my head. Thepssdttt is coming from just behind me.

“What' sthe score?’ the voice asks.

When | turn around, what | see isthe same bucktoothed collar that hovered over measachild, al
throughout the school week, and every Sunday. He' s got a German shepherd on aleash. It snot
vamped. | can seeits hot breath chugging out in puffs.

“Father?’

“What' sthe score?” he repeats, tapping his ear.

I’ve never been much on sports, especialy now, when the hockey players hed so quickly. There
doesn’'t seem to be much point iniit.

“Aren’t you supposed to bein there?” | ask, pointing.

“Not my shift,” the priest says. “And Judas wanted awalk.”
“Judas?’

“What else would you name ason of abitch?’

“Good point.”



“Plus, | liketheidea of keeping Judas on aleash, if you get my meaning.”

“Cute”

We stop. The conversation just runs out of gas. Instead, we stare at each other for a second or two,
black marble eye to black marble eye. This never works with vampires, thistrying to size each other up
by looking into the onetime gateways to our souls. But we keep on doing it anyway, until one us blinks.
“Father Jack,” Father Jack says, offering me his unleashed hand.

“Marty,” | say, takingit.

“Youlook alittle lost, Marty, if you don’t mind me saying.”

Yeah, it'sthat kind of talk that’s kept me away from these kinds of places. Usudly. But lately ...

| Sgh, Isuzu till inmy ear. She makes one of those grunts she sometimes makes, when she' s dreaming
and the dream’ sturning badly.

So | don't tell Father Jack to go fuck himsdlf. But | don't bite, either. Instead, | change subjects. And
the one I'm talking to.

“Hey, boy,” | say, scratching Judas s head just behind his spired ears. He leans back into it and lets his
big dog tongue lall, dripping sdiva onto the sidewalk. Hisfog production goes up. “ Attaboy, Judas.”

“You got adog, Marty?’ Father Jack asks.
“Yesh” | say.

“What'sits name?’

“Um,” | hedtate. “Trooper.”

“Wereyou inthearmy?’

| nod.

“Vietnam?’

“World War Two.”

“Ohyeah?’ Father Jack says. “ The greatest generation, eh?’
“Soitney,” | say.

“So you're a Stooge man, too,” Father Jack says.
| nod.

But he' sdoing the math under the cover of this chitchat. He' s till trying to Sze me up, place mewithin



my historical context. Could | be...one of them? Could | be one of the oneswho...did this?

Not that anyone linked to the Catholic Church has any reason to get judgmental on that account. Not
consdering therolethey played...doing this.

Father Jack continues, preparing his exit strategy. “ So, anyway,” he says, “ Judasand | are usualy
around thistime of the night. Out walking.” He pauses. “In case you and Trooper ever need any
company,” he says. “Or, you know, someone to discuss Stoogianawith.”

“I'll kegpthat inmind,” | lie. “ ’Night, Father.”

“’Night, Martin, paterTrooperis,” Father Jack says, letting Judas lead the way.

Perhaps | should back up.
All the way back, to before.

It all Sarted because the strippers weren't cutting it. | mean, they were good. They worked their little
fangs off to drum up recruits for the Benevolent Vampires. But we were still miles away from reaching
critica mass. We needed somethingbig, something to push us over thetipping point. And so | had this
great idea.

Herel was, living in the home state of Henry Ford, father of mass production. What the Benevolent
Vampires needed was away to vamp en masse, to give up on the onesies and go straight to the
hundredsies.

So | got myself ajob with the loca blood bank, and dipped alittle bit of meinto every pint.

| just didn’t think it al the way through. | survived amentorless vamping, why wouldn't they? Seems|
conveniently forgot that | was actualy present and witnessed my vamping, got winked at by the vamping
party, and evenbonsoir ed. | conveniently forgot about our little mortar-lit game of charades out therein
the middle of World War 11. Sure, | didn’t get mentoredmuch —but the most important stuff had been
passed aong, aong with whatever it isin our blood that doesthisto us.

| remember waking up that first night into my “greet idea,” the air stinking with the smell of combusted
hemaphiliacs, smoldering hospitals and homes and apartment buildings. Sirenswailing wearily inthe
distance. Lawns and sidewalks scorched with the silhouettes of falen bodies. City garbage truckson
overtime, begping and clattering with the leftover bones.

All theTVsindl the bars, diners, and department stores are tuned to the news, some with actua
footage of flameouts, played in dow motion, zoomed in, digitally enhanced, trying to pinpoint the point of
ignition. Isthat smoke—or just a shadow? Other gtations are interviewing witnesses and loved ones,
showing facesin profile, sunburned on one side, pae on the other, or unwrapping bandaged handsto
reved blistered pamsthat had held on for just abit too long.

Everyonethinksit' sthe end of the world—and it was supposed to be, but | got it wrong.

Another gaionisdoing street interviews and | recognize afew familiar faces—afew familiarmalevolent
faces—fighting to hold back smiles.



“Awful,” they say, shaking their milk white heads, wearing basebal capsto shidd their black, black
eyes. “ Simply awful.” They tak like fish blowing kisses, not wanting their fangsto show.

No one makes the blood connection. Nobody but those air-kissing fish, my nonbenevolent brothers.
The mortd mediaare still busy babbling about the Rapture and UFOs and whether or not there'sa

terrorit link. Fortunately for vampires like me, the crime has destroyed its own evidence, but sooner or
later we' re going to be forced out of our shadows.

The plan from the beginning was to go public only after we had the numbersin our favor. But my little
fuckup put the whole thing in jeopardy. Instead of being “this close” to success, we' re suddenly “this
close” to total exposure, and disaster.

Needlessto say, | am talked to.

| am advised to “stick to the strippers, Marty,” to take it “one neck at atime.”
“They haveto be hand held,” | am reminded. “They need to know therules.”
Me, | nod. | agree. | swear I'll do better.

And then | go around, bumping into thingsfor awhile. Crying inexplicably. Going blank. Going to the
srip clubs, but not to vamp. | go there for the noise, the distraction. A shoulder to cry on.

“What doyou got to cry about?’ amortal stripper asks me one night.

And when | look up, it's her—thetipping point. | don’t know that, yet. | don’t even know who sheis
outside of a stripper who' s alittle too white for amortal and too tattooed for my taste.

“Marty,” | say, not interested, but not impolite.

“Lizzy,” she says, Stting her bony ass down. “The pope ssister,” she says.

| laugh, despite my mood.

She doesn't.

And she' snot kidding, either. Sheisthe pope ssster. Hislittle sster. They comefrom abig
old-fashioned Catholic family that wasn't planning on going to hdll for using birth control. Over adozen,
give or take, agood chunk of them gtill in Detroit—a better-than-thou chunk of them wearing funny hats
inthe Vatican. She' sthe black sheep of thefamily, ajunky living on the streets of Detroit, doing alittle
sripping, then alittle prostitution, and then alittle dying, when dl the bills came due. At theripe old age

of twenty-sx, shewoke up with full-blown AIDS playing Pac-Man in her veins. At thetime | met her,
she’ d gone back to stripping, hoping to earn funera expenses, at least.

Like the woman said, what didl haveto cry about?

Hey, Petey swesetie. ThisisLizzy. I’'m kindafucked. Cal my cdl.”



That' s the message she leaves on the pope’ s—her brother’ s—voice mail. | wasthereto hear it; | was
there to make her makeit. But evenl didn’t know that crude little message would become the Benevolent
Vampires “onesmadl step for man.”

My goa was much more modest. | was just trying to do something about another little problem we
vampires were having—benevolent and maevolent both—namely, the Vatican death squads. | wasjust
trying to get Lizzy’ s brother’ skind to stop killingmy kind. To earn my way back into the good graces of
the Benevolent Vampire Society. To help balance out my karma, at least alittle. | had no ideaiit was
going to work out theway it did.

I’'m with her when the pope calls back. We' ve been waiting on a crumbling door stoop in one of
Detroit’s crackier neighborhoods. It’ sraining, and windy, and judging from her shiver, probably cold,
though it could also be afever from her disease, or withdrawal. | watch her breathing; it lesksout in
wisps. She' swearing ablack leather suit jacket, no padding, no specia lining to keep her warm, and so
sheisn't, even though she’ s got both arms wrapped around herself. Her phone starts bleeting in her
pocket 0 shetakesit out, flipsit open, says, “Hello?’ but dl she hearsistheloca wind, blowing inthe
mouthpiece and coming out in her ear, rewired and staticky.

“I can’t hear you,” she shouts, switching hands because thefirst oneisaready freezing. “Let me get out
of thisshit for asec,” she says, looking up the street and noticing an old phone booth, the phone long
since busted out. The domelight still works, though, backlighting the squiggles and scrawls of gang
graffiti. She closeshersdf ingde, but | forceit open again. | play windbreak while she dumpsto the floor
of the booth, till hugging hersdf with one arm, holding her phone up with the other.

“Hey, Petey. Long time no—"

“No. Yeah. No. Sameol’ sameal’. Likeyou care. No. No.Money | can get. Like you care. Friends.
Justfriends. Y es,guy friends. Listen, | got it. What do you mean, ‘ Got what? ‘ Got milk.’It. The bug.
AIDS.” Pause. “Hello? Petey?”’

| imagine the pope al donein his bedroom, brocade this, velvet that, gold everywhere, even on the
edges of books, the threads of his clothing, hiswhole world heavy with gilt. The hand with thering holds
his secure phone, while the other hand—the one that’ s just old and heavily veined—cups across his eyes.
“Lizzy, Lizzy, Lizzy,” | hear histinny voice say, dl theway from the Vatican to crack land Detroit. She
was just ababy when he entered the seminary; he watched her grow up in Polaroids his mother sent him,
aong with clippings of articles from theWeekly World News, with penned-on noteslike“ Ain't thisa
gtitch?’ or “ Thought you might need atickle.” The photos and the clippings are what his mother sent
instead of letters. He didn't take it personally.

“Have you told anyone else?’ he asks, meaning their other, lessimportant siblings, the ones who looked
at Lizzy asagood sourcefor black swesaters.

“No.”

“Doyou haveaplan?’ he asks. For aslong as he' sknown her, hislittle Sster has always had aplan,
generaly one he disapproved of, but which he could do nothing about. She seemed to specidizein
surviving in waysaimed at horrifying and embarrassing her older brother.

Family, it sawonderful thing.

“Don’'tknow asl’d cdl it gplan,” Lizzy says. 1t smore like the me-not-dying option. It' skindathe last



cardin my deck.”

| imagine the pope, her brother, taking his hand away from his eyes. “Meaning?’

“Doyou believein vampires?’ Lizzy asks. Thiswas back when belief in my kind was still optiona, when
the Vatican' s budget for its vampire hit squad was hidden under the line item for landscaping. Thiswas
the time when the official answer to Lizzy’ s question was no, when mysterious disappearances were just
left mysterious, or written off as your run-of-the-mill serid killings.

And let me assure you, we vampires didn’t have to work al that hard, covering our tracks. There were
plenty of folks on the other side only too willing to make up excusesfor us. So maybe it wasn't so
surprising that no one had made the link to my little goof-up. Y ou don’t generdly find what you're
actively avoiding. In fact, the vampire hunters were just about the only reason we had to be careful at all.
Asfar asloca law enforcement went, nobody ever lost their job for pulling out the o’ drug-hit stamp.
The Vatican waswell versed inthis“Don’'t ask, don't tell” charade, having cut its teeth on pedophile
priests, lesbian nuns, priests and nuns living together like married couples.

But none of those things stayed covered up forever.

“Areyou talking tome, or the papa ‘we ?” her brother the pope asks.

“You, Peter,” Lizzy says. “It' sjust me, and I'm talking to just you.”

“No,” her brother says. “1 don’tbelievein vampires. | don’t have to. Iknow they exi<t. I’ veseen them.
I’ve seen them explode in the rays of therising sun. I’ ve looked in their dead eyes, touched their
crypt-cold skin, listened to their devilish lies”

If I ever dig, I'll probably go to hell for this, but while the pope s speaking, I'm making that
yackety-yack gesture with my hand. Lizzy rolls her eyes and nodsin agreement.

“Um,” Lizzy says. “Yeah.” She pauses. “ About thet, you see. That’ skind of my future you're dissing.”
“Meaning?’

“I’ve got two choices, brother dear. Dead or undead. And I’'m not liking that first one.”

“l see”

“Which brings meto my reason for caling.”

“You mean you didn’t just call to tell me you' re dying of AIDS, but have decided to become avampire
instead?’

“Wall, that was part of thereason, sure,” Lizzy says. “But there sthis other thing.” She pauses. “The
guystel meyou’ ve got like this specid-ops team or something, cutting off heads, torching’ em, chaining
"em up while aboom box plays ‘Here Comesthe Sun.’ ”

“‘Theguys,’ " the pope, her brother, repests. “'Y ou mean your bloodsucking friends?’

“I don't recall saying anything about lawyers.”



“Cute”

“But serioudy, Petey,” hissster says. “If these people are gonna be my buds, it' s kinda not cool, you
having ’em offed and al. * Thou shdt not kill,” remember?’

“They'rethekillers” her brother inggts.

“Not al of them,” Lizzy inggts right back. “ There are some good ones. Remember stem cells? Yeah, |
know. | know. Sore subject. But, hey, they’ re making fake blood now. No need to...you know.”

The pope, her brother, doesn’t say anything.

Thejunky, hissgter, waitsfor asecond or two before telling him she can hear him crossing his
eyes—which he doesn’t believe she can, even though, a the moment, heis.

“So, whaddya say, Petey swestie?’ Lizzy wheedles. “Ix-nay on the esth-day ad-squay?”
There' sapause on the other end. Morewind. More gatic. Finaly:

“What death squad?’ the pope says.

The short verson is, the Vatican stopped murdering vampires forty-eight hours later and a delegation of
my benevolent brethren met with His Holiness the following week. And after that, Pope Peter the
Whatever became Pope Peter the Last. It seemsimmortdity without killing had a certain apped to the
aging pontiff. Seems there was something in the Bible about drinking somebody’ s blood and getting
eternd lifein return. And if you didn’'t haveto kill people, then so much the better.

Eventudly, the wealth was shared. Arrangements were made, adults-only midnight masses schedul ed,
and for the next several weeks, Communion was standing-room-only.

A mass digtribution system. That’swhat we needed, and that’ s what we got.

The sick and dying got preferentia trestment, followed by the Knights of Columbus, the Altar Society,
the ushers, and the rest. Each stuck out his or her tongue, aready numbed with oil of cloves, and a
deacon drew a scalpel down each, after which the priest offered the chalice and another deacon handed
out pamphlets of dosand don'ts.

In Safeways across the land, clerks on the graveyard shift wondered at the sudden popularity of tinfoil
and duct tape, and when these sold out, spray paint. The blacks—flat, glossy—went firg, followed by
the darker shades of blue. Followed by tumbleweeds blowing down the empty aides, followed by flies

drawn to the Dumpstersfull of rotting produce, followed by customers again, but al wearing sunglasses
after dark, dl smiling oh so pointedly.

“Pssst, kiddo. Have you heard the good word?’
“No.”

“Excdlent...”



Followed by, “Cleanup in aide six.”

S0, yeah, Father Jack’ sgot alot of nerve, judging me. And | plan to tell him so, the following evening,
after putting 1suzu to bed.

“Where s Trooper?’ he asks.
“Excuseme?’

“Your dog,” Father Jack says.
Ohyesh. “Busy,” | say.
“Busy?

“Doing dog things,” | say.

“Y eah, samewith Judas,” Father Jack says, having cometo ahat. He waits as Judas squats on his hind
legs, quivers, grains. “Which is generdly why we take them for walks, no?’

“Oh, Trooper’ snot into that.”

“Trooper’snot into relieving himself?” Father Jack says. “ So... Trooper’ s been vamped?’

“Um. Yeah.”

4 Wr]y?l

“I never redlly liked dogs, per se” | say. “No offense, Judas. But | love puppies.”

“Tell meabout it,” Father Jack says, and the way he saysit so wigtfully, it's clear there are alot of other
things he' snot saying. It’'s clear he wants me to notice him not saying these other things. He wants meto
ask. | think | probably aready know. | guessthisredly was an invitation to talk, not to be talked at, or
recruited back.

“Ohyeah?’ | say.

Father Jack nods.

“Occupationd hazard?’

“Curse.” Father Jack sighs. “Karma. Or destiny. | wasasakid. And | promised mysalf I'd never. So,
of course...”

| stop. Dead. Isuzu’ s till in my ear, kegping me company. And I’'m younger, stronger, and bigger than
Father Jack.

“Important question,” | say, my teeth and fangs clenched.



“Shoot.”
Yeah, if | had amachine gun, maybe.
“Didyou ever,” | say, “and | meanever —practice?’

Father Jack weighsthis question. “ Almogt,” he says. “Whichishow | found out. But no. No. | just suffer
al thejoysof not practicing.”

Wind. Trees. Y ou know the routine.

“I don’'t know if I would have stayed that way,” Father Jack goeson. “But then | got lucky, | guess. The
world changed. No kids, no problem.” He pauses. “ Timing' s everything, | guess.”

Morewind. Moretrees.

“Ontheplussde” | say, “I guess| don't haveto kill you or anything.”
“Thanks...,” Father Jack says.

“You' rewelc—"

“...for nothing.”

Normally, asemisuicidd, nonpracticing pedophile priest with fangswould not be my first choice as
confidant. Surely, there must be less gppalling hyphenatesto pick from. A Nazi-Quaker shaman, for
instance. Or an obsessive-compulsive, and-retentive hair stylist. Or even a chitchatty mail carrier ticking
like atime bomb and committing postal fraud with afake ID and arented post box from Mail Boxes Etc.
All of these would seem less dubious, lesstrouble, lessrisky.

But lately, I" ve been finding mysdlf in the same boat as Father Jack. Notthe same the same. But a
sympathetic boat—a boat that can relate to Father Jack’ sboat. I’'m avampireliving withamortd I've
decided to watch grow up, instead of killing, and even though | dearly love my little sports utility vehicle,
even though my lifewould be awasteland without her, in theright light, | can’t help but notice that vein
pulsing dowly in her neck. She'll belying on her ssomach, coloring, and she'll brush back some hair
that’ sfallen in her face, tuck it behind her ear, and therel am, looking at her young neck, exposed.

“Whereyou going?’ 1suzu asks.

“Forgot to get apaper,” | say. “Hold down thefort.”

And then | follow my shadow around to Father Jack’ s place. Ask after Judas, whose ears are dways up
for avigorous scratching.

“How yadoin’, boy? How yadoin'?
“Attaboy.

“Good boy.”



“Having an urgeto gamble, arewe?’ Father Jack asks.

Gambling. That’s my euphemism. That' s the surrogate addiction I’ ve confessed to, the boat that can
relate to Father Jack’ s boat. No need to make this any more complicated than it is.

“Yq).”

“Have aseat,” Father Jack says. “I’ll warm something up.”

11
The Perfect Pet

Why'dyagiveitmy name?’

Thisisthefirg thing |suzu wants to know after the introductions have been made. And it safair
question, though not the reaction | expected, bringing home a black Labrador puppy, freshly vamped and
wearing abow. | was expecting something more in the hug department, but she' s been rationing those
lately—just like her giggles. Nowadays, the only thing she doesn’t seem to be skimping on is sentences
that sound vaguely accusatory and tend to end in question marks.

“Because he' sgot big feet, too,” | say, letting Trooper’ s paws prove my case.

“Butit’'smy name,” lsuzuinggts.

“| swear | won't get you guys confused. Ded 7’

“Butit’ smy name,” sherepests, her little fists clenched tightly in front of her, asif trying to hold on to one
of thefew thingsthat ishers.

“Your middleone, yes,” | say, frustrated by this sudden territoria turn. “The one that never gets used
anyway.”

“Butit’ sgillmine.” Her little fists sart shaking; she starts going up on tiptoes, asif preparing to launch
intoayel.

“And Trooper’ s going to beyours, too,” | say, pressing down on the top of her head, returning the soles
of her feet to ground control. “ See the bow? He' sa present.” Pause. “He' s a present foryou.”

“l haehim.”

The suddenness of this pronouncement knocks me back, and I’ m not sure what to say. | check to seeif
| have any telepathic powersthat might help.

Trooper,| think,lick the kid'sface. Now.

Nothing.



Trooper? Areyou receiving? Y our life may depend on this.

But Trooper just spreads his big puppy paws out in front of him, letting them dide forward on the
hardwood floor. He settles his big puppy head between his paws, and then hikes up both eyebrows—a
gesture that makes me wonder ifhe' strying to sendme amessage. Something like:L eave me out of this.

“Canwecal him Troop?’ | ask. Thisseemslikeafar compromise.

13 NO."

“Tru?’ | try.

“No,”Isuzu says, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Pooper?’ | float. Sure, having rhyming names might get abit confusing for the poor thing—onefor
ingde, another for when we' re walking with Father Jack and Judas—but the poor thing’simmorta. He'll
have plenty of timeto get used to it.

Isuzu seems to be congdering the Pooper aternative. | try to imagine the gearsturning in her head, the
criteria she might apply to picking an appropriate namefor...what? Myother pet?Isthat it? Does Isuzu
fed threatened by Trooper? Is Trooper the equivaent of anew baby asfar as she' s concerned? A
competitor for my affection?

In retrospect, | regret rolling on the floor with him when we got home.

“Surprise!” | said, opening my coat to reved what | thought was the perfect pet. | let him gambol across
thefloor, hisnails clicking on the hardwood as | suzu watched, overjoyed into silence. Or so | thought.

“Hisname s Trooper,” | said, just before dl the scratching and belly rubbing and rolling around the floor
likeanidiot.

| wasjust trying to show how much fun the new puppy was going to be.

| guess what Isuzu saw was how much more | seemed to like this new puppy than her. And then, to add
insult toinjury, | let him have her name, too, like an oblivious parent who lets the new baby play with the
older kid' stoys.

So, what kind of name do you give your rival? One that will serve as a constant humiliation, perhaps?
Pooper. Or Crapper. Or, maybe, Li’l Ass Wipe?

“Okay,” Isuzu concludes.

“Pooper’sokay?’ | confirm.

Isuzu nods, grimly, aams <till folded like ajudge.

“So, do you gtill hate him?” | ask, hagtily, while she seemsto be in a conceding mood.

Isuzu looks at her brand-new vampire puppy and Pooper |ooks back. The puppy in questionisa

chocolate L ab, the cutest breed of puppy on the face of the earth. They have to be; they grow up to be
one of theworst kind of yapping beasts your next-door neighbor could ever own. They grow upindire



need of killing. Fortunately, Trooper will never get any bigger or less cute than heisright now—staring at
Isuzu with those big puppy eyes, hisnoseflaring dightly, aready learning his new master’ s scent.

“I guessnot,” Isuzu says, perhaps redizing that thiswill be something to play with while I’ m a work.

Theway | figureit, adog was going to happen, sooner or later. A dog was going to be required, if only
to judtify the grocery bags of pet food | brought home, and the empty tins the sanitation department
hauled away every Monday. I’ d already had afew close callswith neighborsin the hall. And the
vamping? Well, that was just acorner | backed mysdlf into, trying to explain why my imaginary dog
didn’'t join usthat first night back to where Father Jack and Judas took care of business. Not that the
vamping seemslike abad idea. | wasn't kidding when | told Father Jack I’ m not particularly fond of
adult dogs. But a permanent puppy who doesn't shit around the apartment—this, | think | can handle.
Just let alittle of whatever I’'m heating up for me end up in Trooper’ sbowl. And that’ sit. The ultimatein
low-maintenance pets—like a cat that doesn’'t even need alitter box. And Pooper could serve multiple
functions, coming with me on my dead-time walks, and aso keeping Isuzu company while I’ m at work.
Asfar asI’'m concerned, I'm thinking that getting Trooper isstill agreat idea.

“Why don’t you pet him?’ | suggest. “It' sokay. Petting’ salowed.”
Yep, a“great idea.” That'swhat getting Pooper was.

Do | need to remind you about my track record with “grest ideas’?
“He'scold,” Isuzu says. Thisshould be my first clue. It' snot.

“Wel, yes, Isuzu,” | say, being parentd, and awee bit patronizing—if that’s not redundant. “He' sa
vampire. A cute, furry, four-legged vampire, but he' sstill avampire.”

Yesheis. Hasthat.

And he seemed so friendly at the pet shop. And Idid ask. | asked at the pet shop if he was a biter.
Maybe | should have listened abit more closdly to the shop owner’sreply.

“Bite?’ hesad. “You?No...”

Fortunately, al he'sgot are those pinprick puppy teeth and they’ |l never get any bigger or sharper than
that. But that doesn’t mean they don't hurt. Especidly when he chomps down with dl he'sgot. Especidly
when your fake dad has just assured you that it’s okay, with those big puppy eyes and that stupid bow
lulling you into letting your guard down, just before those pinpricky teeth catch you completely by
surprise.

I will not try to replicate the exact noise Isuzu makes. It' spart “Ow,” part yelp, and | think she may have
borrowed some of my hell-worthy words aong the way. But there' s also something el se—atone of
betrayd, and hel plessness, atone that seemsto wonder aloud why everything in the world lets her down
likethis

Pooper, meanwhile, is squeaking out this hell-puppy yip-yip-yip—another talent he kept hidden back at
the pet shop.

And me? My hands have found my head and are holding on to it by the temples. They move dong with
it when | shake my head back and forth. They’ re safe there. There, they won't grab Trooper by the



throat and start squeezing out bagpipe noises. And | don't really need them, anyway, to dide our little
guest across the hardwood floor with the toe of my shoe.

Thisisnot kicking. | do not kick the dog. At no time does he become airborne.

Thisis scooting. The floor iswaxed. Slick. Thefur of hisbutt and the pads of his big puppy feet don’t
offer much traction. The mechanism by which the scooting is accomplished just happens to be the toe of
my shoe.

And | keep on scooting Pooper until we hit bathroom tile, a which point | give him one more boost and
then shut the door. For amoment, | consider going in after him and closing the door behind us both. But

I’ve got afeding it doesn’t really matter which side of the bathroom door I'm on. I’ m in the doghouse,
ether way.

Trooper and | haveto go get the paper.Now. Only one of uswill be returning.

Thisisfinewith Isuzu.

She suggests leaving him outside for the sun to get. | think | have abetter idea.

See: Marty. Track record. Idess.

“Father Jack,” 1 say when he answers the door.

“Isthistheinfamous Trooper?’ Father Jack asks, reaching out a hand to scratch behind Trooper’ s ear.

“Yes, itis” | say. And for asecond, aweird lightness blows through my chest—a sense of relief at
making at least one of thelies |’ vetold Father Jack retroactively true.

“Why'’s he got abow on him?’
“That'shisthing,” | say, fedling the lightness evaporate. “Helikesto dressup.”
“He stold you this?’

“Not in so many words.” | dip the bow off, over and around his big puppy ears. “ Somebody dared me.
It waskindalikea...”

“...bet? Father Jack says.
| shake my head, and then let it hang.
“Marty, Marty, Marty.”

“I know, I know, | know,” | say, and the remorsein my voiceisnot al an act. Orjust an act. It'sjust not
over gambling.

“Didyouwin, & least”?’



“Crapped out,” | say. “Totd disaster. | don’t know what | was thinking.”
“If ourinclinations were about thinking, Marty.”

“1 know, | know.” | pause. “Y ou need adog? He' sway beyond housebroken. Extremely low
maintenance. Just let alittle spill into abowl when you’ re making something for yoursdf and...”

“I don't think he' d get dong too terribly well with Judas, do you?’

How come everybody can figure this out but me?Vampire puppies are good petsonly for vampires.
Duh!

“I didn’t think of that,” | admit.
“WEe ve dready discussed thinking,” Father Jack jokes. “Next subject.”

“Do you know anybody who might like a puppy? A vampire, chocolate Lab, world' s cutest puppy,
guaranteed to stay cute forever.”

“Why areyou trying to get rid of your dog?’

Good question. Whyam | trying to get rid of this dog that theoreticdly I’ ve had for a least the last
severad months? What could have changed that would all of a sudden require meto get rid of my dog?

“It'scomplicated,” | say.

Father Jack looks at mewith asmirk on hislips. “Marty,” he says. “Thisisme you' re talking to.
Complicated’ smy middle name.”

“I thought it was Joseph,” | joke. Deflect.

“I'm gonna.give you such adap,” Father Jack says, glancing the sde of my head with the sde of his
hand, knocking my cowlick out of place. “1’m serious, Marty. Confide. Confide.”

Okay, I’ ve been lying to you al the time you thought | was confiding in you. | don’t have agambling
problem. Thetruthis, I’ ve been raising amorta from scratch and that’ s more complicated than it might
sound. Casein point: tonight. Trooper didn’t get along any better with her than he' slikely to get along
with Judas. Which means| get rid of either the pup or the kid. And seeing as| just bought Trooper, I'm
not emotionaly invested on that Sde, ...

Comments? Feedback? Input?
“I need themoney,” | say. “Gambling debt.”

“Have you thought about taking him back where you bought him?’ Father Jack asks. “I mean, he's
vamped, right? He' s till good as new. It snot like he' s some stereo with an expired warranty or

anything.”

| guessthat could work. Either that or | could chain him to atree and let the sun do my dirty work, as
Isuzu recommends. It occursto methat | should probably be concerned about how quickly she came up
with that particular suggestion. Asif she’ d been thinking about it in another context. Fortunately, my



capacity for denid and salf-deception is even greater than my ability to delay gratification.

“That could work, | guess.” | pause, sensing that this counseling session has drawn to aclose. “By the
way,” | say, and | redly don’t need to say any more than that. We' ve developed aroutine.

“Today’s paper?’
| nod.

“Why don’t you ever buy one of your own?’ Father Jack asks, going to fetch hiscopy. “Thisis most of
it,” he says, returning. “ Sportsismissng.”

“That'sokay,” | say. There' sdwaysasection missing. Thisisaso part of theroutine.

“Judasis till reading it,” Father Jack says; it'swhat passesfor good-bye. Or thefirst haf of good-bye,
a any rate.

| wait.

“If you catch my meaning,” he adds.

Which iswhen | reach over my head with an empty hand, still open. | closeit likel’m catching afly.
“Bingo,” | say.

“Parcheed.” Father Jack waves.

The pet shop guy looksa melikel’m crazy.

“Henot hurt afly,” he says. “Look. Look.” He rubs hiswrist under Trooper’ snose. “See?’ Herubs his
wrist 0 hard it pulls back Trooper’s upper lip, exposing those pinprick fangs. “ See? No bite.”

He eyesme, trying to read mein that way |’ ve adready mentioned never works.
“Did you feed?’

Yes. | did that. I'm not stupid. In that way, at least. We stopped for adrink on the way home to surprise
Isuzu. It sjust that Trooper has't gotten the hang of delayed gratification, that' sall.

“Yes” | say. “l feed.”

“Before bite, or after?’

“Before”

Helooks at me. He looks at the vampire puppy I’ m trying to return. He looks back at me.

“Sowhat?’ he says. “ Show methisbig, bad bite.” He laughs At me. Notwith me.



And | guessitisalittle funny, avampire complaining about being bitten—by a pinpricky little puppy, no
less. Evenif the poor thing managed to break the skin, the problem wouldn't be the wound. The problem
would be getting his fangsout before the wound healed around them. The big problem would be not
gticking to hisvampire victim like he’ s been Super Glued there.

| think about just leaving Trooper on the counter and making arun for it. What would they charge me
with? Not shoplifting. More like shopdumping. | paid cash. There' sno addresson file. And he'll just
resdll Trooper to somebody who isn't living with abreathing chew toy. He Il laugh al theway to the
bank.

It snot hard to imagine him doing that. Laughing seemsto be something he' sgood at.

“Youwant | should get you aBand-Aid?’ he asks, before exploding again.

“Fing” | say.

Helaughs.

“Fine” | repedat. | remind mysdf the dternative involves achain, atree, and sunlight. And my being
stupid isn't Trooper’ sfault. There s no reason he should suffer for it.

So | run. | leave Trooper on the counter as the pet shop guy laughs even harder. And | run.

| run like hell, al the way back to my other pet. Back to the onel’m emotionally invested in. Back to the
onel couldn’t give back, even if | wanted to.

All gone,” | announce, waking in the door, empty-handed.

Isuzu’ s sitting on the couch, watching TV.The Little Bobby Little Show. She' sgot her elbows on her
knees, her chin cradled between the knuckles of both fists. “ Good,” she says, not taking her eyes away
from the screen.

| St next to her on the couch, smooth a stray hair away from her forehead. “ So, what' s Bobby up to
today?’

“Singing into hishairbrush,” 1suzu says.
“Isheany good?’ | ask.

But Isuzu just shrugs and goes on watching.

12
Slapjack

We're playing Isuzu’ sfavorite card game when my world is blown apart by a sneeze.



(aaaahhh-chooo)
No caps. No exclamation points.

Isuzu has an éfin nose, and the noise it makesisapalite little excuse for a sneeze. It might be dust,
stirred up by our smacking the table over and over again, trying to dap those darn jacks. Or maybe a
strand of her hair, undone, has spilled out from the exertion of dapping and giggling and scraping al the
cards over to her side of the table when | let her win again. Maybe that errant hair has brushed her nose,
tickling the sneeze nerves dong the way.

Or maybethisisthefirst sgn of how my heart will pay for dl its presumption. | won't lose Isuzu to my
friends or neighbors. No. I'll lose her to the thing we don't have the things to stop anymore: disease. The
plague. Theflu. A common cold, which is by no means common anymore.

Vampiresdon’t get sick. We don’t need doctors or medicine. Thethingsthat kill us do so quickly; we
don't linger in some reversible biological limbo. To stay hedlthy, we practice prevention, avoidance,
abstinence. Wedrive just dightly under the speed limit—those of us not suffering from midlife crises. We
know exactly when the sun setsand when it rises. In apinch, we can deep in the sunproof trunks of our
carsif wecut it alittle too close some night. And that’ s about it. That's our wellness plan. That's our
exerciseroutine and heart smart diet.

Isuzu rubs her arm under her nose, sucks a sniffle back in, tosses down another card. It'sajack. Of
course.

Didracted, | forget to pull my punchesthistime, forget to hold my vampire reflexesin check. Somy
hand goes out and coversthe card severa heartbeats before Isuzu' s hand covers mine. Her eyes go
wide; she didn’t even see me move. And then her eyes scrunch closed, her head tilts back, her mouth
Ohsaround aseries of prefatory Ahs...

And then the other Choo drops.

Our hands are sprayed, dong with the cards fanning out from under them. | look at the little beads of
warm moisture scattered like diamonds on the back of my surreal, too-white hand. In the center isan
absence—a slhouette in the shape of 1suzu’ s hand, |eft behind when she took the real one away, to swab
at her nose again.

“You're supposed to say, ‘ God blessyou,” ” sheinforms me.

I’m il shaking off the brick that’ sjust hit me.

“I’'msorry,” | say, because | am—so incredibly, desperately sorry that my heart fedlslike it might stop.

Isuzu’ssick.

Isuzu' ssick in aworld that does not suffer sick little girlsgladly.

“I'msorry,” | say again, overwhelmed by my sudden uselessness. Isuzu’ssick, and | have no ideawhat
to do about it.

“‘God blessyou,’ ” | say, a Isuzu’ s prompting, hoping he hasn’t stopped listening to me. Praying he
hasn't stopped taking my phone calls.



Iknow I’ ve done wrong. Iknow I’ ve been bad.

| know I’ ve broken your stupid commandments. | know I’ ve stopped going to your stupid weekly
get-togethers. But your big threat has't been such abig threst, lately—you know? Why would you do
thisto alittle kid? Getting at me through her?

Oh,that’ smature!
Why don’'t you pick on someone your own Size?

| look over at Isuzu, who's doing something she' s never had to do before. She' s shoving al the damp
cards|’vewon over to my side of the table. She gets about haf of them over there before stopping to
sniff and rub again. And then sherolls up her snotty deeve and turns her wrist to me, preparing to accept
her punishment for losing.

“Wait, wait,” she says, hurriedly. She closes her eyes.

“Okay,” she says. She holds her arm out as straight and stiff as she can makeit. It samost likeit'sa
single piece of bone—no joint, no ebow. She holdsit there without me doing anything long enough to
begin shaking. She holdsit therelong enough to finaly open her eyes again. First one, then the other.

“Marty?’ she says. “What'swrong?’

She' sscading, of course. Burning up. When | place my cold hand to her warm foreheed, al | register is
“hot.” But that’s how al mortalsfed to my vampire hands at first touch, before the heat exchange, before
| fed like them to them, and they fed like an extension of me. But isIsuzu’s*hot”too hot? That' sthe
guestion. And me, | just Sit there like a dope, staring as my heat-pinked palm goes back to pale.

And then | have an idea.

| drop apint into the reservoir of my Mr. Plasma, dide the carafe into place, and tap the warm-up
button. The little red numbers click up and then stop. There' sarocker switch on my model so | canraise
or lower the temperature to suit my preference, but the preset is dwaysthe same:

Ninety-eight point Sx degrees Fahrenheit.

Those are the numbers I’ m staring a now, terribly pleased with my ingenuity, terribly frightened of what
it might tell me. Cupping my hands around the carafe, | wait until they don’t fed like my hands
anymore—or separate from what they’ re touching. It' saways aweird sensation, thiswarming up to the
dissolving point. Y ou can fed each degree asathrob or wa-wain the blood. In your temples. In al your
pulse points. They comefadt, at first, but then dower and dower until the wa-wa s stop. That’ swhen the
background hum of nothing specid—nothing different, distinct, separate—reassartsitsdf and you find
that you' ve become one with, say, the cup of coffee you bought to avoid startling your next victim.

Before, borrowed heat was aways abig part of any seduction of amorta by avampire. We'd rest
againg registers, lean againgt warm car hoods, cradle cups of coffee, anything with the heat we needed to
camouflage our own chillier disposition. And then we' d cup the cheek, caressthe neck, run awarmed
finger along this or that length of exposed skin. They never knew what was going on. They never



suspected that by touching, we were borrowing their hest, too, reflecting it back to them, degreefor
degree, so that our touch fdt like their own to them, the touch of the perfect lover.

But now the thermodynamics of vampiric seduction have become the fudl of parentd dread.

So thisiswhat karmafedslike. So thisishow | am to be paid back. I’ ve been running away from my
lifeever ancel didn't die, but now—now my life has caught up with me, and it’ s getting ready to take it
out on the only thing it still can, my sunshine, my innocent bystander, my too-easly-killgble...

| take my hands awvay from the carafe and it fedslike what it must fed like when an amoeba splits—that
momentary sense of doubling, then loss. Before their borrowed hegat can fade, | place one of my handsto
Isuzu’ sforehead, praying for the background hum to continue, uninterrupted. That would mean that she's
the same temperature as my plasma maker—98.6. That would mean she’ s norma, which would mean
it'sprobably just acold, probably just something that’ Il come and go on its own.

Probably nothing to worry about. Probably something to just ride ouit.

But the hum doesn’t continue.

| can fed adigtinct waaa as soon as my skin touches hers.

Okay, okay, | tell myself. No need to panic. A degree or two of cooling between pot and forehead.
That’ sto be expected. My hand will warm back up to that point, and then stop, and everything will be
okay. Right? Right.

Except they keep coming—warwa-wa—and | start counting them, like Mississippis after alightning
grike. Granted, thisis hardly as precise ameasurement technique as even counting Mississppis, but. ..

By my reckoning, Isuzu has afever of around 110.
| turn awhiter shade of pale.

“Marty,” Isuzu says, though it' s harder to hear her thistime, through the rushing of other people’ s blood
inmy heed.

“Marty,” sherepests. “What' swrong?’

The highest fever | can remember having was 104, when | was six years old. My mother made me get
into the bathtub, which she' d filled with cold water and bags of ice from the drugstore. | cried from the
cold and she cried from having to make me bear it. At thetime, | had no idea how serious the fever was,
had no ideathat children like meweredying. All | knew wasthat | was sick and my mother seemed to
be punishing mefor it.

“Please,” | pleaded, grabbing the edge of the tub, trying to pull myself out of theicy water.
“No.” Followed by ahand to my forehead, pushing me back down.

“I'mssssorry,” | gpologized, afeverish little Catholic boy, guilty since birth, periodicaly called upon
to pay for it.



| tried getting up again.

“No”

Thewater closed in so cold, | could fed my bonesinside my skin.
“B-b-b-but...”

“No.” My mother wept, pushing back. The stringsin her neck were pulled so tight, they seemed ready
to snap.

“I w-w-w-won't d-d-d-do it ag-g-gain,” | said. “l s-s-s-swear...”

Which iswhen my mother dapped me and | stopped crying. Stopped pleading. Stopped trying to get
out of the bath. | just went numb, and from the ook in her eyes, my mother had done the same.

| didn’t know children like me were dying. | didn’t know that the ones who did were sometimes luckier
than the ones who didn’ t—the ones who ended up inside machinesthat breathed for them. | just knew
my mother had finally figured out the truth about me, and was going to get even. Evenif it killed us both.

Obvioudly, Isuzu didnot have afever of 110 degrees.
That' s brain-cooking temperature. That’ s“ Thisisyour brain on drugs’ territory.

That'sthe“too” in “too late.” At 110, she’ d have gone past delirious Straight to spontaneous human
combustion. And there I’ d be, scooping up handfuls of oily ash from the kitchen floor. Maybe | was
counting wa' swhen | should have been counting wa-wa's, maybe the pace of the wa-wa s had
something to do with my own frantically beating heart. But shedid have afever—my little experiment
proved that much—which meant it wasn't just acold.

| could draw abath for Isuzu, but lots of luck finding ice in aworld where there' sno usefor it. No
drinksthat are drunk on the rocks. No frozen foods section. No use for it but chipping it off our cars
when it sthat time of year, and it’ snot that time of year.

I"ve seen aspirin on eBay, at twenty-five bucks atab, but with the bidding, the back-and-forth with the
dedler, even with FedEx, it would be acouple of days before | had anything | could offer 1suzu.
Assuming it wasn't counterfeit. Assuming it was even till good. And even if itwas still good, what' sthe
proper dosefor akid Isuzu' s age? | remember something called “baby aspirin.” “Baby” according to
whom? The motherswho ins g, “ Y ou'll dways be my baby”? Or isthere aspecific cutoff? Are baby
aspirin and adult aspirin even the samething at different doses, or arethey completdly different? Andisn't
there supposed to be some disease where you' re not supposed to give kids aspirin?

Plus, if there safever, doesn’t that mean there’ s an infection? And doesn’t that mean antibiotics? |
haven't seen those on eBay. | think about caling Father Jack, asking him if Judas has ever gotten
antibioticsfrom the vet, if he' sgot any leftovers. But how would | explain the need? Maybe | could get a
mortal puppy from adifferent pet Store, cut it, let it get infected, and then take it tothevet so| canget a
bottle of antibioticsfor Isuzu...



But what am | thinking? Even vets don’t carry antibiotics anymore. That' s partly because vets aren’t
redly vets anymore. They’ re more like glorified dog groomers, nail clippers, the runners of pet hotels for
when the owners are away. Maybe they spay and neuter the unvamped. And that’s about it. An owner
whose pet isin bad enough shape to need the services of afor-red, old-fashioned vet either can ded
with the problem himsdf by vamping the thing, or else he wasredlly looking for adisposable pet in the
fird place.

Wheat about penicillin? Penicillinisan antibiotic. Thefirst one. And wasn't that just made out of mold?
But what kind? How do you find it? How do you grow it once you find it, and how do you get penicillin
fromit, onceit’sgrown? And then we re right back in aspirin territory. How much istoo much, too little,
just right? And what if Isuzu' sdlergic? A lot of people used to be, proving yet again that every miracle
has another side.

Andit'snot likel can't think of what to do. It'snot like | don’'t have aone-cure-fits-all choiceto
consider. To choose. To decide.

Vamping.

That'sthething | havein my back pocket, worst-case scenario. Just like the do-it-yourself vets out
there. If things get out of hand, | can dways cure Isuzu by turning her into one of those howling midgets.
It wouldn't be so different. Not right away. We could stop hiding. That'saplus. | could stop worrying,
turn my toilet back into a planter, and never write another check to someone | met on eBay.

But eventually, thingswould change. As her face and age grew further gpart, she’ d redlize what was
golen from her. That' swhen the fun—and screaming—dtarts. That’ swhen my misery findly getsthe
company it deserves.

Ever since the change, History has become the largest section of most bookstores, at least those that
didn’'t sweep their Cooking and Hedlth Care sections into the bargain bin right from the start. Almost
everything that’ s no longer relevant to the current context has been deemed “of higtorical interest,” and
reshelved accordingly. And so it isn’t too hard for meto track down a copy of The Merck Manua Home
Edition. The hard part isexplaining why.

Sex, blank, and rock 'n’ roll, | decide.
That'smy excuse. Fill in the blank. Drugs. Getting high.

It'slong been rumored in the vampire world that certain diseases produce an inebriating effect when the
vampire simmune system fires up to combat them. AIDS, anthrax, hepatitis—strains of these viruses are
rumored to il exist, and can be purchased through the same dark channel s through which cocaine and
heroin once flowed. Y ou know a guy who knows aguy; you meet someplace; you exchange
newspapers. And then you go home with a postage-stamp-sized Ziploc bag full of fuzz or dime. Y ou add
alittleto your bottle of lab-grown, keep it warm for afew nights, let the buggies cook, and voildl When
the BBQ's Enforcement Division isn't busy hasding microbleeds, these are the guysthey go after. The
bug deders. AIDS, anthrax, and hepatitis—these are the pot of bug culture. But then there' sthe
higher-end, exctic stuff—dengue fever, Ebola, typhoid, SARS.

| pick the clerk who looks like she might understand. Punky, cropped hair. Black T-shirt, “Bite M€’ in
white military-style stenciling across the front. Black plastic, dark-lensed cat glasses. | bend closeto the



counter so she hasto lean forward to hear. | mutter my cover story into my fist, explain that I'm abug
head, |ooking for something new to pique my hemo- (cough, grin, sell the pun)philia....

Not that the clerk cares. It's midnight; my attempt at humor is cutting into her lunch break.
“Y eah, whatever,” she says. “Don’t forget your receipt.”

| thank her and leave the child care books for another night, and a better excuse.

When | get home, the TV ison and Isuzu is adeep on the couch. Her blanket is kicked to the floor, her
dready-shiny faceis shinier ill, thanksto the sweet the fever has brought out of her. While watching her
deep and watching her breathing for Sgns of its getting shalow, | list her symptomsin my head.

Fever—check.

Sneezing, runny nose—check, check.
Cough—yes, okay.

But then:

[rritable? Fussy?

These aresymptoms ? Do they mean more than how she is normally? |'s there some sort of scale or
examples or something? Caling me a“ poophead,” say, versusthreatening hara-kiri if | won't let her
watchThe Little Bobby Little Show ?

And then there sthiswhole thing about spots—on her tongue, in her mouth, on her face. Red, white,
brown, or worse? Regular or irregular? Plain or pus-filled? Carbuncular. Scaly. Leprotic. Open and

00zing.
Hesh-edting!

I’ msupposed to be the vampire, here.l’ m supposed to be the one who sucks the life out of things, makes
them fedl hollow and exhausted and like parts of them are dying. But dl it takesisafew snifflesfrom a
morta haf my sizeto trump anything my fangsand | can pull off.

When | was vamped, there was a point when I’ d been nearly drained, when I’ d been taken to the
bottom, the brink, to aslow asaliving thing can get andnot be dead. It wasahole. A holeintowhich I'd
falen, only to discover thatl was aso the holeinto which I’d fallen. It was apoint of utter despair and
emptiness. Before, | dwaysimagined that the fedling was fear. Now | know better.

It waslove.

Before, back then, it was my love of sdf. It was the love that gushed out of mewhen | saw my life
ending, when | sswmyself going away forever. Thistime...

| turn the pages. More contagion, pestilence, plague. M ore obsceneillustrations of what to look for, lit
cinicaly, lit withasad, cold, dightly jaundiced light that reminds me, somehow, of pornographic films



from the 1970s. All that’s missing is the wocka-wocka background music.

No more.

| just can't takeit. | just can’t handle this Chinese menu of heartbreak anymore. And so | dam the book
closed like amovie assi stant marking a scene.

The noise makes Isuzu stir. She stretches. Rubs her eyes. Looks at me. | try not to stare at the whites of
her eyes, try not to wonder what quaifies asjaundiced.

“How you feding, Pumpkin?’ | ask.
“Poopy.”
“Poopier than before?’

She thinks about this as she checks whatever she needsto check inside that dying-since-birth body of
hers.

“Nah,” she says.
And then the word that puts my world back together again:
“Better,” shesays.

Sure, there safew pieces missing, and it’ sashakier place, for damned sure, but the Band-Aidsarein
place. Ditto the nails, staples, chicken wire, and twine.

“Better?’ | ask, making sure.

“Yeah,” she says, sucking in asniffle before looking around her, toward the kitchen. She looks back
then, at my face, at the pure sense of relief that's made its home there. Sensing awinning hand, she asks.

“We got anymore Count Chocula?’

Yes, | nod. Yes, of course we do. A hundred dollars amouthful ? No problem.
She smilesthen, but doesn’'t say it. She doesn’'t have to.

Slapjack!

It' s understood.

The funny thing about dodging bulletsis the more you dodge ' em, the more convinced you become thet
the next one’ s got your name on it. So you start taking precautions. Y ou duct-tape over the open outlets.
Y ou dip-proof the shower. Y ou padlock the poisons. Y ou fill abig tub with dirt, grow potatoes, build a
gtill, cook up some moonshine, and disinfect every nook, cranny, and cubic foot of this pestilential sponge
you call an gpartment...



Welcome to Hypochondria by Proxy 101.

| figureit likethis: whatever 1suzu had, she picked it up from somewhere and it wasn't from me. By
which | mean, vampires don’tcarry anything—not typhoid, not influenza, not the common cold. Our
blood’ s the bug zapper to beat dl bug zappers. Period. Which iswhy the bug heads haveto buy their
supply of contagion, and why they have to keep coming back for more.

Which meant that something bacterid, microbid, or vird got tracked into the gpartment from out there to
make Isuzu sick. And it was probably il clinging to the drapes, the sink, her pillow, the clothesin the
laundry hamper. Which meant the gpartment and everything in it had to be disinfected. Whichiswhere
the potatoes camein. | couldn’t cook penicillin on my own, but moonshineisjust high school chemigtry.

And so | dip and redip everything in my gpartment, scrub everything down to the bone with homemade
acohol. Isuzu gartslaughing alittle too loud, just from the fumes. But even after I'm done, even after
every bone glistens, there' s till one other place to worry about:

Outdoors.
The place where the sun, and germs, are.
So the short versonis: Isuzu and the outdoors are history.

She needs sunshine, | understand that. And she can stand by thewindow al day long asfar asI’'m
concerned just so long asit’son theingde side of it. After dl, theinside can be sterilized, but the outside?
Areyou kidding? The cubic footage doneisjustnot doable.

An ounce of prevention, that'swhat thisis. Tough love. One of those things we do for the other’sown
good. Likeadunk in cold water. Like adap in the face. Anything to keep them in the tub and out of the
iron lung.

Andit'snot likeit'saprison. | have aview. Isuzu can look at it during the day. Watch the weather. The
birds. Whatever. We just don't have afront door that opens anymore. Not without the key I’ ve hidden
where the sun don’'t shine,
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An Ounce of Prevention

Growing up, | remember this cross over my bed. The beamswere asthick asthe dining room table's
legs, and nearly as daborate, |ooking more like fancy molding than some primitive instrument of
execution. But the cross was the cross was the cross. It hung over my head every night for years, and
when | wasn't knedling before bedtimeto pray toit, | redly didn’t give it much thought. At least not in
terms of the object itself.

And then one day—thefirst day of spring that yesr—my mother opened al the windows and issued the
eleventh commandment: Thou shalt dust! And dust we did, every nook, every cranny, every piece of
fakefruit in the fake fruit bowl. Insde, we coughed and sneezed, while outside, the birds chirped and
trilled, laughing ther birdy laugh at al our slliness.



It was as | was dusting the crossfrom over my bed that | noticed it. I’ d taken it down to make sure | did
agood job, and was dismayed to seeits ghost still there on thewdl, outlined in grime | wouldn't have
noticed if | just |eft the cross done.

But the ghost crossisn't the point of thismemory.

It'stherea one, the onel took down to dust. It'sas|’m dusting thereal crossthat it happens. The Jesus
moves. I’'m using cheesecloth and it’ s gotten snagged on the nail poking through Christ’s crossed feet. |
pull the cloth up, and Jesusrises; | lower it, and he descends. His body, it seems, isaffixed to asmdler
crossthat fitsinto the larger crossin akind of tongue-and-groove arrangement. There are secret
compartments undernesth the smaller cross—compartments containing candles, avid of holy water, a
via of blessed oil, and a piece of paper printed with the wordsfor the Last Rites. On either end of the
crossbeam thereis a socket inlaid with brass—holders for the secret Last Rites candles.

That cross had been hanging over my bed ever since the ice bath when | was six. Therewasasimilar
crossover my parents bed, and over the beds of al my Catholic friends. A spiritua first-aid kit—or last
aid, maybe, waiting. Every ready. And just in case.

Sweet dreams.

Germs, of course, arejust the messengers. And Isuzu’ s sneeze was just awarning shot over my bow. |
know what thislittle scare wasreally abouit.

Godlessness. Mine.

| can erilizemy corner of theworld if | want. | can lock Isuzu away like afairy-tae damsel for her own
good. I can keep telling mysdlf that I” ve lways got vamping in my back pocket, asalast resort. But who
knows what might come home on my shoes one night, or tag along with the Styrofoam peanutsin some
box of eBay provisons?

“Look lsuzu, the soft kind...” And aside of plague.

What if she catches something fast and fatal while I’ m adeep? Or while she sadegp and I'm not
watching or listening in? What if I’ m at work, where there’ sno such thing as sick days, or family leave,
where annua vacations have to be negotiated monthsin advance, planned around, not easlly changed
without raising more questionsthan | careto answer? What if | wake up or come home and she's
already dead, or so close there’ snothing | can do?

What then?

For me, ever sincel didn’t die, I’ ve been amember of the Two H Club: hell or here. | get to choose. So
far, I've stuck with here. It seemslike the smart choice.

Before not-dying, | would have thrown in athirdH : heaven. But I'm too Catholic to believe I’ ve got a
chance a redemption after everything I’ ve done. | was raised before Vatican 11 and remember scapulars
being pinned to my underwesr. | grew up over ahundred years ago, in ahouse where every wall seemed
to haveits picture of Mary or Jesus, their hearts exposed and on fire, and circled with blood-dripping
thorns or pierced by fierce short daggers. | was never molested by any of Father Jack’ sless
conscientious brethren, but | got knocked around by nunswho could have put Joe Louisto shame. | was



taught the cruelty of kindness, and vice versa. | redlly did believe | could go to hell for esting meet on
Friday.

But since not-dying, I’ ve eaten alot worse things on Friday and every other day of the week. Or
night,Nacht. I’'vekilled. I’ ve killed plenty, and with some enthusiasm, for quite sometime. | saved alct,
too. And | did alot of gray area stuff in between. And before | suzu—before the possibility of losing
her—I fdlt pretty much untouchable in both the retributionand redemption departments. | was alost
cause, sure, but | didn’t care because there wasn't anything he could do to me anymore. At least not until
the agteroids hit, or the nukes start going off, or the next ice age comes grinding glacialy aong.

But dl that has changed. And even though | don't fed particularly salvageable mysdif, | haveto think
about Isuzu.She still hasasoul to lose; dl theH ’sare fill open to her. It sup to meto seethat she gets
into the rightH.

And no, I’'m not talking about Harvard.

Isuzu,” | cdl. “Comehere”

“What | do now?’ she asks, and | wonder if this presumption of guilt isagood thing or abad thing,
given thetask at hand.

“Do you remember Christmas?’ This seems as good aplaceto start as any.

“Yeah?’ shesays, dready suspicious, like I’ m setting her up to take something back. Which | kind of
am—in this case, Santa Claus. She' seight. She' seight with extenuating circumstances, sure, but it' sway
past time she knew the truth about Santa versus Christ.

“Do you know why we celebrate Christmas? Thered reason, | mean?’

“Because that’ swhen Jesus was born,” 1suzu says.

| blink.

We ve never discussed this, and | just assumed she didn’t know. Sure, shedid have alife before me, but
I’ve listened in after putting her to bed, and I’ ve never heard her praying. No, al there ever was, was her
saying good night to the thingsin her room, followed by that sweet snore of hers. Maybe she prayed

slently. Living inaholeinaworld full of vampires, she'd learned to do alot of things quietly, so maybe
praying was another one.

“Yes” | say. “We celebrate Christmas because that’ s when Jesus was born.” Pause. “ And whois Jesus?
Why do we care about him?’

It'sIsuzu’ sturn to blink. She scrunches up her face. 1 think he' sone of Santa selves,” shesays. “The
onewho wanted to be adentist.”

| imagine Pope Peter the Last, covering hiseyes, talking to hisdying sister long distance, the tips of his
fingersrubbing histemplesin littlecircles.

“No,” | say. “That'sHermey, and he' sjust apuppet on TV. There aren’t any elves. Not for redl.”



Isuzu looks at me with renewed suspicion. Clearly, I’'m changing my story from even afew months ago.
Clearly, I’m not aman to be trusted.

“So who makes my toys?’ she demands, dready ignoring the middieman.My toys. NotSanta stoys, not
the ones he bringsto all the good little girls and boys. There' s no such thing anymore. There' sjust Isuzu
and KidTV andThe Little Bobby Little Show. That’s probably where she learned about Hermey, the
dentaly inclined df. She probably watched Little Bobby Little watching iton TV—on TV.

| wonder what she must have thought, unwrapping the homemade crap | labeled “From Santa” and then
seeing what Bobby Little got on TV. Did shethink that Santajust didn’t love her as much? Or maybe the
problem was Jesus-aka-Hermey. He was too busy thinking about teeth, and so the stuff he made didn’t
turn out as good asthe stuff Little Bobby got. All Jesus stuff went to the Idand of Midfit Toysor maybe
to little girls named after trucks, who used to livein holes, who used to have moms, who used to not
know what the other kids got, and who used to be happy.

“Imakeyour toys,” | snap, alittleangry. Not at her, but at her Stuation. “Theeveson TV arefake. The
kidson TV arefake. Santa Clausisafake.” Pause. “But you and | arered, and | realy want you to—"

“Doesthismean | won't get any moretoys?’ Isuzu asks, cutting to the chase.
“No,” | say. “I madethem and I'll till make them.”
“Okay,” Isuzu says, and beginsto wak away.

“Wait,” | cdl out. “Wedidn't finish talking about Jesus.”
“| thought hewas afake,” she says, turning back around.
“No.”

“But he doesn't make toys?’

“That’sright. He doesn't.”

“And hedoesn't pull teeth?’

“It'd probably be easier than this, but no.”

“So why do we care about Jesus?’

“Funny you should ask,” | say, patting the sofa cushion next to me. “Once upon atime, away, way long
timeago...”

So, was Jesus like the first vampire?” 1suzu asks. “Isthat why we celebrate Chrissmas?” And | can
aready see her being troubled by this possibility, seeing as her mom used to celebrate it with her, too,
and her mom wasn't exactly crazy about vampires.

“No,” | explainfor thethird or fourth time. * Jesus was the Son of God, and he died for our Sins.”



“But you said he drank blood and didn’t stay dead. And he made other people not stay dead, too. And
he didn’'t getold old, and he cried blood, and...”

And | want to tell her to just trust me on thisone. Sure, Jesus had alot in common with vampires, but he
wasn't one. If anything, maybe hewasthe first vampirevictim, in the metaphoricd, sacrificid lamb sense,
Problemis, | can't think of away to explain theidea of ametaphor without making it sound like alie,

“Jesuswasjust Jesus,” | say, trying to hide my exasperation. “He wasn't like anyone else. He was
specid. He was a gift from God—you know, like a present, for Christmas, but this one wasfor
everyone, even the bad boys and girls, because Jesus was going to help them be good. Jesus was mortal,
like you, but he wasimmortd, too, like me. But unlike youor me, he was holy. His holinessis what makes
him specid and—’

“Werethe holesin hisneck?’ 1suzu asks.
“What?’

“You sad hisholesmade him specid,” Isuzu says. “Did avampire give him the holes? Did God do it?
IsGod avampire?’

“No, no, no,” | say, my exasperation right out therein the open. “ ‘Holy’ doesn’t mean ‘with holes,” it

means—

“Oh, wait,” Isuzu cutsin. *Y ou mean the holesin hishands” Asif to cdl attention to the limb in question,
shenails her forehead with the hed of her pam. “Duh.”

“ “Holy’ doesn’'t mean ‘with holes,” ” | repest, trying to plug whatever holes | may have created. “If
anything, it means ‘without holes” ” Pause. “Do you know what a‘sn’ is?’

“Something bad,” 1suzu says. “Being naughty.”

“Yes” | say. “But sin can belike ahole, too. The bigger the sin, the deeper the hole. Some sinsare
hardly deep at dll, and it’ sredlly easy to get out of them, but other sins are so deep, there’ samost no
way to get out without somebody’ s help. Some sins are so deep, when you look up, you can't even see

the sky.”

I’m feding pretty proud of how well my andogy’ sextending itsdlf. But then | look over at 1suzu.
| stop talking.

She'spae.

She' spae, and her lip istrembling. Her eyes are beginning to well up.

“Meand Mommylived in ahole,” she sobs. “ A long, long time.” And she doesn't say it, but | can tell
she' sthinking it, that the people who helped them out of that hole for the last time were vampireslike me,
like maybe this Jesus guy with holesin his hands, but nonein his soul, and for sure, nonein his history of
former residences. Mangers. That's as bad asit ever got for JesusH. Chrigt, D.D.S., mangers, and
maybe a cave here and there, during that fasting-in-the-wilderness gig and later, during that three-day
aboveground dirt nap he took between Good Friday and Easter. And that’ sit.



And somehow, dl of thisisthe red meaning of Chrismas!

No wonder the toys she got sucked. She' d been living in ahole, whichisakind of sin, which is naughty,
for most of her life, and then her mother had to go away, because naughtiness has to be punished. Little
Bobby Little—he' son thegood list. And Isuzu...

Well, Isuzu is crying that spooky, almost silent cry of hers. There was math to be done and she' s added
it up. And the bottom lineisthis: she'son thewrong list. The bad one. And she doesn’'t know why, just
that sheis.

“I’'msorry,” she says, followed by more dow-leak sobs.
And me?

I’m thinking that parenthood islike a hole you dig alittle deeper each day, until eventudly it' s so deep
you can't throw the dirt out anymore, and it just keepsfalling back on you. At the moment, I’ m about
ankle deep, I'd say. But there’ smore coming, and that’ sthe scary part.

Itill have my Last Rites cross. It was packed away in abox of my mother’sold things. It still hasthe
candles, and the ail, and one empty via of what used to be holy water, long since evaporated.

| figure | can postpone most of the sacraments until after Isuzu’s an adult and vamped. After that, it'll be
safe to bring her fang-to-fang with Father Jack—safe on at least two counts. For confession, sure, she'll
belooking at alot of Hail Marys by the time she hits twenty-one, but I’ ve already started keeping alist of
her sinsand she' s promised to do the same. When the time comes, we can compare lists, debate,
negotiate, compromise, and then book a couple of nights on Father Jack’ s schedule. Communion? Let's
just say Communion has changed alot since the change. It' sbecome alot more. . .literal . Strictly
nonmorta fare.

Confirmation?

Confirmation’sjust abooster shot for Baptism, only with the additional complication of adding avampire
bishop to the mix. Matrimony? Y eah,right. Like I’m ever going to have a dead body for that to happen
over. And the same goes double for Holy Orders.

But | can't risk Isuzu’ s soul should anything not unforeseeable happen between now and her vamping.
Which means Baptism is till on the table. Fortunately, you don’t always need a priest to get baptized. In

an emergency, if someone sdying...

And | still havethat cross. It till has the candles, and the holy oil, and one empty vid in need of some
water, freshly blessed. Lucky for me, | know aguy. I’ ve got a connection.

So, when do you go on?’ | ask Father Jack, during our next dead-time walk.

“Goon?



“Perform,” | say. “ Say mass. Um, officiate.”

Father Jack smileswide enough to actualy show fang. If it weren't for the black eyes and the clown
complexion, you dmaost wouldn't know Father Jack’ savampire for as often as he lets his fangs down.
Of course, Father Jack’san old pro at hiding what heredly is. Not that it matters much now, but sill.

| like knowing, by theway. | like knowing about Father Jack’s...inclinations.It hel ps keep me quiet
about Isuzu—jugt in case hisbeing avampireisn’'t enough. Plus, it helpsin the holier-than-thou
department. Father Jack isn't holier than anybody. He sapriest like I’ m ablood inspector; we're both
just moonlighting.

“So, you'reinterested in attending aservice,” he says, the fangs still denting either end of hisamile.

“For old times sake, | wasthinking,” | say.

More smiling. Morefang.

“Jack,” | say. “Turnit down, will ya? forgot my shades.”

“Kill mefor being happy,” Father Jack says. “Or, wait, no. Not happy. Amused.”

“Oh yeah? What' s so funny?’

“You,” Father Jack says. “ Could thisfinaly be the mighty Kowa ski, admitting he needs a Higher Power
to ded with hisgambling?’

“Don't betonit,” | say.

“Cute.”

“But not like ‘ dtar-boy cute,” right?’

“Touché”

“Say,” | say, changing subjects, or getting back to the origina one.
“y s

“I haven't beeninawhile” | say. “Do people till cross themsel ves with holy water when they come
in?’

“It'sdmogt dl the same,” Father Jack says. “The holy water. Theliturgy. Communion’ salittle different,
but I'm sure you dready know that. The fish are different.”

“Thefish?

“The symbal of the early Chrigtians,” Father Jack says. “ They’ ve monkeyed with it. Now it'sgot alittle
grinwith afang poking out.” Pause. “It lookslikea G.D. piranha, but | didn’t get avote.”

“Tel mehow youredly fed,” | say.



But Father Jack just goes back to smiling at the prospect of having netted another one. The fangs poke
out at either end of hissmile. Helooks like agoddam piranhabut at least he' s ahappy one.

Ifigureit likethis Isuzuis dying, not quickly, but quicker than anybody else | know.And thereisno priest
available—nosafe priest, at any rate. So | did it mysdlf. Just like Halloween. Just like the crappy
Christmas presents. | baptized Isuzu just before her ninth birthday. | promised God that I’ d get something
more official done, onceit was safe.

“It'scold.”
That'sdl Isuzu hasto say, as| pour the holy water over her head as she leans over the sink.

“That' sto remind you of the pain Jesus suffered for us,” | say, making it up as| go dong. Just like
aways.

“Oh,” she says, gritting her teeth—my brand-new Christian Trooper.
“Okay,” she adds.

“Fromyour lips,” | say, making the sign of the cross with my thumb.

14
Kid Stuff

Super Glue and aten-year-old is abad combination.

Ditto, paint and aten-year-old. Not to mention twine, duct tape, screwdrivers, thumbtacks, rubber
bands, idle hands, and guaranteed unsupervised time locked inside, all day, every day. It doesn't matter
that she’ sbeing kept insde for her own good. It does’t matter that you' re trying to limit her exposureto
germs and your own bad karma. It doesn’t matter how many trees there are out there she could fall out
of, breaking God only knows how much, how badly. What mattersisthat she blamesyou, and has plenty
of timeto think about it, because you—you vampire wannabe dad, you—you deep the same deep of the
dead that dl vampiresdo.

And so waking up becomes an adventure—especialy waking up after punishing Isuzu for some
infraction or other. Will | waketo find that my wrists and ankles have been bound together? Or will it be
my eyes and mouth that have been duct-taped closed? Will | get most of the way to work before
glancing in the rearview mirror to notice the raccoon mask painted around my eyes? Or perhaps the back
of my chair will just fall off when | rest againgt it, sending me tumbling backward while my glass of warm
blood splatters againgt the wall like some shotgun suicide' sP.S.

Tonight | wake up with my hands glued to my face, one per cheek, bracketing my mouth like some
redl-life version of Edvard Munch’sThe Scream. Or maybe she was going for the cover of one of
thoseHome Alone movies (abirthday present | now regret). Thething is, | haven't even punished her this
time—or rather, | didn’t punish her last night. All 1 did wasrefuseto caveinto her latest whim.



It occursto meto scream, to yell, to blow my top and read Isuzu theriot act. It occurs to me, too, that
sheknows | won't—can’t,redly, not with our thin walls and nosy neighbors. The system we' ve worked
out to get around this problem isto use anormal voice to say whatever it iswe d like to scream, but
snapping our fingers before and after, like quotation marks.

(Snap.)“ Go to your room.” (Snap.)
(Snap.)“I hate you.” (Snap.)

That' s how it normally works. Under the current circumstances, however, my fingers are busy getting to
know my cheeks better, making the sngpping dternative to screaming abit difficult. Sure, | could rip my
hands free, which I [l have to do eventudly, but I'm saving that. And yes, | couldsay the word “ snap,”
but the word itself and the bone pop of actua snapping fingers are at least an octave apart—an octavein
which liesal the difference between 1 mean business’ and Rice Krispies.

And so0 | walk into the living room, my hands till stuck to my face, saying nothing. Isuzu’slying onthe
floor with her back to me, coloring, when | find the right floorboard, step on it, and watch her little wing
bonestense. The hand she' s holding the crayon with stops, waits. Still saying nothing, | find another
squesky floorboard, and smile to mysdlf when the crayon she' sholding snapsin half.

| don't say “snap.” | don'tsay anything. Instead, | walk right up to her, lean forward alittle bit, and muss
her hair in afriendly, paternal way with the bony knob of my ebow. Her flinchisal I’ d hoped for, and
more.

Moving on to the kitchen, | pinch the refrigerator door’ s handle between my elbows and pull. The gasp
of the door’ s rubber gasket underlines all the breath holding going on in the next room. Insdethe
refrigerator—inside my part of the refrigerator—is blood, bottled, jugged, IV-bagged. Invariably, the
surface surrounding the fluid, whether glass or plagtic, is smooth. Slippery. Decidedlynot elbow friendly.
Well, maybe apair ofbare ebows might pull it off with alittle friction and luck, but mine are swathed in
designer Slk pgamadeeves. And it'snot asthough | can just roll them up. Even gravity’sno help. All
gravity doesisgather al that dick fabric at the crook of my arm, where it’sleast needed.

No matter. Succeeding is not the measure of successfor this particular task. Failing is. Failing asloudly
and asmessily aspossible. And so | go for the glass.

Isuzu comes running at the sound of the crash, her bare feet sopping short of one of the farther-flung
shards. Me, I’'m barefoot, too, standing on the other side of al that broken glass and cold blood, hands
to cheeks, the gesture finally seeming appropriate to the circumstances. | can practically see her heart
beating in her chest. | can definitely see her pulse throbbing in her neck vein, sraining againgt the muscles
and gtrings, swallowing, working very hard at keeping quiet untill stop being quiet.

Which | don’'t stop doing, even after ripping both hands free of my face, taking alittle cheek away with
each. Theresulting blood sprays out in amigt like a perfume spritzer, thetiny droplets hanging in the
air—those that aren’t peckling 1suzu head to foot.

| have only a second or two before the clotting starts. So | snap my blood-dlicked fingers, spraying Isuzu
anew. | take a step forward through the broken glass. The next snap isalittle harder, alittle stickier,
whilethethird is harder till. I take two more steps through the broken glass. By the fourth, fifth, sixth
step the blood is completely dry, and snapping my fingersisasnap again. With my last step, | clear the
glass and am standing right next to my daughter, the practica joker.



The wounds on my cheeks—till stitching themselvestogether, bright pink—I ook like clown makeup
against my death-pae skin. | look down, shelooks up. | grin with every tooth in my head.

And when Isuzu finaly hugs me about the wai s, blubbering her muffled gpologiesinto my stomach, |
figure !’ ve played it just about aswell asit can be played.

Maybe the problem isme.

| come from ageneration that really does't believe in the so-called cry for help. Wefigurethat if akidis
acting like abrat, it's because he’ sa brat and not because he’ s nursing some find-me-if-you-can
emotiona trauma. Haf thekids | grew up with were pyros, and the other half were petty thieves. And on
Devil’sNight in Detroit, we' d pool our talents, steal some maiches, and leave burning bags of dog shit in
front of every door we could knock at and run away from. We were kids—that was our explanation. |
mean, sure, | wasraised Catholic, but that whole part of the Bible about kids being innocent and “ Suffer
thelittle children,” yeah,right. Pull the other one.The Lord of the Flieswas old news before it was even
written. My friends and | were little whooping savages. And we knew this smple fact better than our
OWn names.

Being bad'sjust more fun than being good.

So, Isuzu' s pranks? Kid stuff. Blowing off steam. | went through the motions of disapprovd, but it
wasn't like | could threaten her with being grounded. She dready was. Had been pretty much since that
first sneeze blew our world apart. If she didn’t deserveto be cut alittle dack, who did?

But then the pranksjust stopped.

There were afew hdfhearted attempts after gluing my hands to my face—a couple of thumbtacks that
tickled, more than anything e se, in my dippers, abottle of blood with the cap Super Glued on. But after
that nothing.

And then she started doing this thing with her neck. She’ d be walking across the gpartment, stop, tilt her
head back, and then crank it, |eft, then right, popping vertebrae like knuckles. Other times, she'd
complain about her jaw hurting, just under her ears, right where it hinged into the rest of her skull. And
sometimes, she said, she could fed the veins at the Side of her head. She' d just start thinking about them,
and then she couldfed them, could fed thempulse. After that, it wasn't too long before she started
wondering if her pulse was going too fast or too dow. She' d stare in the mirror, her head tipped dightly,
trying to seeif she could seethe vein in her temple moving theway it fdt like it was moving.

And then there were the movies.The Diary of Anne Frank. The Great Escape. Home Alone. Cool Hand
Luke. Birdman of Alcatraz. Anne Frank, again. And again.

“lzzy,” | say, when Ann€ s decided that people are basicdly good for the third or fourth time, “isthere
anything you want to talk about?’

“Huh?’ she says, her facelit blue by the screen.
“Isanything wrong?’
Shrug.



“Areyou okay?’
Shrug.
“I wasthinking of setting the gpartment on fire.” Pause. “Whaddayathink?’

Shrug.

Shetalks to her socks.

She taksto them and begins staging hand puppet shows before putting them on her actud feet. And
then, one night shestops putting her socks on atogether. She aso stops changing out of her pgjamas.

“Why?’ she asks, after | ask her the same question.

“What' sthe point?’ she adds, clarifying the point.

The Diary of Anne Frankisagood movie,” Father Jack says, holding on to Judas s leash. “Lots of
people watch it over and over. Sure, Six timesin oneweekis alittle much, but | don’t think it sasign
you'regoing crazy.” Pause. “I think it'sasign you should get out more. Which you' re doing now, by
talkingtome.”

Judas stops to take a dump.
“Do you ever wonder what might happen if Judas ever turned onyou?’ | ask.

“Turned?’ Father Jack says. “'Y ou mean, accidentally became avampire pooch? How would something
like that happen, Marty?’

“Not that kind of turned,” | say, transposing Judas and Isuzu in my head, trying to keep the pronouns
draight. Trying not to let anything dip. “What if he started hating you?Y ou know, started biting or taking
ashit in your shoeswhen you're adeep.”

Judas finishes, drags his ass afew feet across somebody’ s lawn.

“Wadll, | guess|’d sart watching for foam,” Father Jack says, eyeing Judas like maybe | know something
he doesn’t. “I guess|’d lock my shoesin the closet when I'm adleep.”

“But what would you do to him?’ | ask. “Would you...?" | faketwo fangswith crooked fingersin front
of my red fangs, mime biting down. Not that I’ m thinking about killing Isuzu, or vamping her. It'sjust that
thingsare going badly and | don’t know how bad “bad” isgoing to get. Thisisthelittle girl with the bread
knife, after dl. Thelittle girl who wanted to chain up her own dog for the sun to get.

Father Jack has stopped, and he' slooking at the leash, crossing the back of hishand. Helooks alittle
sad, like he' d just as soon not talk about what we' re talking about. “Why would | kill my own dog when
he' shaving trouble?’ he says.



| shrug.

“Maybeif hewasin alot of pain,” Father Jack goes on. “Maybeif he was suffering and there were no
other options.” He squeezes Judas s shoulder muscles through a handful of fur. “ This dog has saved my
life on more nightsthan | can count,” he says. “I couldn’t let him down when he' s doing everything he can
to say he needs me.”

“Biting you is saying he needsyou?’ | say.
“If I'm keeping him well fed otherwise,” Father Jack says. “Of course.”
“And how would you hdp him?’ | ask. “Assuming it’ s not rabies or something like that.”

“I think I might consider finding him afriend,” Father Jack says, after adight pause. Theword “friend”
does something to hisface, even in profile. Makes it seem more serious. More sad. Morein need of a
littlefriendly teesing.

| think.

“Not apuppy, | hope,” | say, teasing him with the cross he bears. “'Y ou know what they say about
ownersand their pets” | add, figuring it’ sfair; he teases me about gambling.

But all Father Jack saysis, “Don’'t go there,” not in much of ajoking mood. He pauses. “1 don't,” he
says, tugging at Judas sleash alittle impatiently.

15
ThePrice of Everything

Avacation.

That’ swhat we need. A vacation from everything. A vacation from our lives. Thisplace. Thisroutine.
Someplace totally different, where we' re not known, where | wouldn’t have to worry about germs.
Someplace where it would be possible for 1suzu to pass.

Someplace like Fairbanks, Alaska.

I’ ve picked up the brochures. Fairbanksis “the vampires Miami.” During the winter, the sun barely
pokes its head above the horizon, for maybe three, four hoursaday. Therest isglorious night, with stars
everywhere and auroras hanging overhead like the ghosts of rainbows. During the winter, the night air fills
with the whoops and giggles of vampiresliving it up—way, way up—past their astronomically imposed
bedtime.

“Say Yesto Fairbanks,” the brochures say, “for Moonlight, Midnight, and More...”
One of those “mores’ isthefog. At forty degrees below zero, the temperature difference between the

land and the surrounding air makes the entire landscape steam like an ice cube tray fresh from the freezer.
Theicefog gets so thick sometimes even vampire eyes can't seetwo feet in front of them. It' slike how |



used to imagine purgatory: a place teeming with the souls of the amost lost, each seemingly doneinthe
crowd, individudly wrapped in swirls of blinding, perpetud fog. I’ ve dways liked that idea—the idea of
being able to disappear with just afew stepsin any direction. And with Isuzuin my life, | likeit even
more.

“Hold my hand. Follow me.” Poof!

Another “more’ is coats. In Alaska, even vampires need something to keep them warm. It' s not that
we' |l fed cold otherwise. Just the opposite. We won'tfed anything. We won'’t notice that our blood is
dowly turning to dush in our veins. It' slike the frog and the boiling water. If you tossafrog in boiling
water, it'll thrash about trying to escape, but if you put it in cold water and rai se the temperature dowly,
it'll just it there, letting you cook itsbrain.

They’ rewired, these coats we wear in Alaska. That’ s because we don't have any body hest that can be
trapped to make aregular coat work. Trying to keep uswarm without alittle electrica hepisliketrying
to heat arock by wrapping it in ablanket.

Onthe plusside, being wired for heet lets us see our own bregth again. It salittle thing, this breathing
steam, but it's one of those things that’ s become asymbol of our being alive, back before we were
smply not-dead. Seeing your own breath again, for avampire, islike some old guy’ sfirgt hit of Viagra

Solet’sadd it up. Easy invisibility? Coats and fog bresth no longer causes for suspicion? Plusan
average outside temperature that kills more germsthan Listerine ever did, back before everybody’s
bresth smelled like arusty old can?

Y ep, I’'m thinking vacation. That’ swhat 1suzu and | need. A vacation from everything.

Ibuy her parkafrom the Screamer department at JCPenney, the down pillows from Coffin, Crypt, and
Beyond. All it takesto get the wires out isagood tug, but getting the feathersin? That’ s another
story—especialy after 1suzu plops down on top of an open pillow, poofing asmal blizzard of plumage
across the room.

“Hey, Pops,” she saysin this dow, too-deep, rusty-hinge voice she' s started using. Just in case | haven't
noticed she’ s depressed. Just in case | haven't heard her cry for help. “What' s up?’

| sputter afeather away before saying, “ The price of everything.” That's hdf of ajoke my father used to
love. The other half is, “Even the price of downisup.”

Isuzu’ s chewing arubber grape, yet another weird habit she's developed lately. There' sahole on one
end where the grape was once attached to arubber vine. She can make the thing smack and pop like
bubble gum and frequently does because she knowsit bugs me. Other times, she getsit stuck to theend
of her tongue and then exposesit to me, just for the fun of rattling her old man.

She doesthe latter now, and | snatch it off with aquick pop.

“Nasty cold sore you got there,” | say. “Y ou should see somebody about that.”

“Yeah, right,” she says, pulling another from apocket in her pgjamas. “But serioudy,” she says,
smacking away again, “watchadoin’ 7’



“Me?’ | say. “I'm getting ready for alittle vacation.”

Isuzu lookslike I’ ve just dapped her. She stops chewing. As much as she loves bugging me, I'm il al
she'sgot. And it’ s clear from the expression on her face that the idea of meleaving for any length of time
scaresthe hell out of her.

“Where...,” she begins. “Wh-wh-where you going?’

Oh, Ido love this section of the parent-hood. The part where | get to torture the sprout with impunity. |
letitlast alittielonger.

“Fairbanks,” | say.“A-K.”

“Jeezus”

“Language”

“Sorry,” 1suzu says. Pauses.” Alaska?’

“Twenty-hour nights, kiddo,” | say, brushing awvay afew feathersthat have settled on my shoulders.
“Seri ous party town.” | pause before adding, “Woo-hoo!” adong with thefist pump of a much younger
vampire,

Isuzu’ s eyes say,Who are you and what have you done with Martin?

Her lips decide to plagiarize the sentiment. “Whoareyou...,” she begins.

“Why don't you seeif thisfits?’ | say, shaking out the parka and stirring up abrand-new blizzard.

Isuzu' seyes say,Mine! Mine! All mine! Or something to thet effect.

“Areyou kidding?’ iswhat her lips actually say, using her regular voice, not the depressed, rusty-hinge
one.

“Nope.”

“You'refor serioustaking mewith you?’ She saysthiswith an excitement and urgency | haven't seenin
way too long.

So | pause before answering, letting her wait. Letting her stew. | give her parka another shake, amile,
and let the duck feathers drift down around us, like easy puns.

Onething that’ s gotten worse since the change isflying. Not the service—the service was dways pretty
bad—but the fares. One of the fringe benefits of being avampire was you dways got the cheapest fares
because you always flew the red eye. Now, thered eye’ sdl thereis, and you end up paying extrato
offset the money the airlinesare“losing” by not meeting their prechange profit levels.

Okay, I [l admit that the logistics of flyinghave gotten alot more complicated. For example, something as



sample asflying east to west demands the sort of rigid adherence to schedules that, frankly, most airlines
aren’'t known for. Depending on the time of year, a plane leaving from New Y ork and bound for Los
Angeesmight aswell not take off if it missesits departure by aslittle asahdf hour. Not that the flight
itsdf takesdl night, but flying time doneis not the only thing you have to squeeze into your sun-free
window. Y ou aso haveto factor in the time it takes the passengers to get to and from the airport on both
ends of theflight, the time for baggage check-in and collection, the time it takes security to humiliate
every third personinline, et cetera, et cetera. Throw amonkey wrench into that and the friendly skies
gart looking not so friendly, with planeslanding on autopilot full of crispy critters.

On the upside, hotelsin and around airport hubs have seen their businessrise dramaticaly. Seeing asthe
only safeway to fly from coast to coast during the shorter nights of the year isto take off and land a
couple of times over a couple of nights, any place with aroom to rent is bound to make out. Asan
example, our trip to Fairbanks took four nights and three hotels. The only redl problem we ran into was
thetoilet Stuation. Food | handled theway | usudly do by making arun to the nearest pet store. But my

food processor’ s bathroom needs called for alittle creativity with the sink I’ m pretty sure the Red Roof
people wouldn't approve of.

Asfar aslsuzu’smortality goes, I’ ve got that covered. On her hands, she wears gloves, on her head,
sunglasses and gauze ala Claude RainsinThe Invisble Man. On the morning before our departure, |
make an exception to the no-outside rule and have Isuzu burn some of the leftover feathers.

“Get them going good and smoky,” | tell her.

| tell her to take the clothes she'll be wearing, including the gloves and awholeroll of surgica gauze.
“Letitsoak ingood,” | tell her.

“Thissmdlslike shit,” Isuzu sayslater, as|I’m mummying her heed in smoky gauze.
“Itsmdlslikewhat itis” | say. “Burnt protein.”

“Yesh,” Isuzu says “Like| said.”

Inthetaxi, a the gate, at baggage claim, dl | haveto say over and over is one vampire-chilling word to
difle any further conversation:

“Sunburn.”

The word goes through them like an dectrica shock. They shakeit off, but then they get agood whiff,
and begin twitching dl over again.

On the plane, we're offered extra servings of plasmaby a stewardess who can’t stop touching her lips,
her throat, her lips.

A Screamer andthis, too —that’ swhat they’ re thinking.
Botched suicide—that’ s what they’ re adding, insde their tsk-tsking heads.

In Sesttle they’ re going through an unanticipated cold snap, and | notice the wisps of fog leaking through
Isuzu’' s bandages as soon as we hit the sdewalk to hail acab to our hotel.



“Oh, Jesus” | gasp. “Not again,” | add, patting Isuzu down frantically, while half a dozen baggage
handlerslook at their shoes.

“You'reenjoying this, aren’'t you?’ 1suzu mutters.

“Only alittlebit,” | whisper back, pinching an imaginary seed.

The automatic doors part and there it is—Fairbanks, Alaska, at fivein the afternoon local time, the
sunset dready hours old, a sky-sized curtain of blue-green light fluttering and flickering in aghost breeze
from outer space.

“Wow!” 1suzu says, craning her mummied head skyward, her bresth smoking out of her like the exhaust
of the dozen or so taxisidling curbside.

Me, I"ve been holding my breath for aminute or so, waiting for this moment. Asthe doors dide closed
behind us, | purse my lipsand blow. A pencil thin stream of vaporous white tricklesout. | blow again,
harder, and more fog follows, thicker, abit longer lived.

“Hal” | bark, so pleased with mysdlf it'samost embarrassing.

Even with the bandages and her eyes hidden behind sunglasses, | can tell 1suzu’s making her “big whup”
face.

“Wel,” | say, “how "bout this?’ | wiggle my tongue as| blow, and the stream comes out rippled and
wavy. | extend my gloved handsin ata-dal “ Pretty good, huh?’

Isuzu shrugs.

Okay. Okay. | thumb down the thermostat on the collar of my parka until my own breath disappears.
“Breathe out as hard as you can,” | say, and Isuzu does. Sucking her secondhand fog into the now-cold
chamber of my mouth, | try to remember my army days, back when tobacco was the fifth essentia food
group. | shape my mouth from memory, hoping the addition of fangswon't throw the whole thing off.
And then | puff out once, fast, asahao of cold steam dips past my pursed lips. It waversintheair,
traveling outward, growing bigger for asecond or two before breaking apart.

Isuzu’ s gpplause sounds like ateddy bear being mugged—a barrage of hasty muffled thuds from her
mittened hands. “Cool,” she says.

| bow and do it again on the rise up. Another teddy bear gets smacked around. | switch my collar back
up and begin leaking my own steam again.

And then we naticeit.
A pole.

A pole sticking up out of adrift of snow, the snow itself as red as adouble-cherry Surpee. There'sno
flag, no red-and-white barber stripes.



“|sthat the North Pole?’ |suzu asks.

“Doubtful,” 1 say, not sure exactly what it is. The poleitsdlf is some sort of meta—sted, maybe, or more
likely duminum. Little pink bits of something dot the frosty metd, ringing it at three fet, five fet,
followed by ahalf dozen rings between five and six feet, and afew more above that. Behind the poleisa
digitd thermometer, proudly declaring abright red minusforty-two. And in front of the pole, wearing a
parka plugged into acar battery and holding a camera between gloved handsin hislap, an industrious
citizen of Fairbanksstsin alawn chair. At hisfeet isacash-lesking strongbox, and asign reading, smply:
“Get it over with,” followed by the cost of getting it over: “$5.00 (U.S)).”

“That'snot,” | say, remembering dl thetimes |’ d been dared to lick aflagpole during the winters of my
youth.

“Ohyesitis,” our Alaskan entrepreneur smiles. “1 can do wallet, eight-by-ten, and postcard. Postcard's
real popular. | got stamps, too.”

Isuzu fingersthefirg pink ring through her mitten. “What isit?’ she asks.
Our businessman sticks out histongue, pointsat it, and winks.

Isuzu tilts her swaddled head dightly, processing the information for afew seconds. Then: “Grossl” she
says, pulling her hand away asif the poleitsdf iseectrified. “You...” And sheamost saysit. Almost
says, “You...vampires,” but stops, changes direction. “...havegot to be kidding.”

“Hey,” the pole guy says, raisng both hands asif in surrender. “1t’ sjust something to do. It heasright
back. And then you get to go home knowing alittle bit of you' sstayin’ right here.” Pause. “Hdluvalot
less painful than leavin’ your heart in San Francisco.”

“Maybenext time,” | say, scooting Isuzu out of eavesdropping range before placing my hands on her
shoulders and aiming her once again at the Northern Lights.

“Remember,” | whisper, to the head undernegath the bandages. “Y ou get to pick what you remember.”

Isuzu strainsto look back over her shoulder, before whispering in return: “Not if it’ son apostcard.”

They don’t make white greasepaint anymore. Either that, or maybe they just don’'t sdll it in Fairbanks.
Red, sure. Black, sure. Blue, green, ydlow...purple, even, but no white. Vampire

clowns—Caucas anvampire clowns—redlly don’t need a base coat; they can manage just fine au naturel.
Whichiswhy I'min Walgreens, buying Vasdline, chak, and too many bottles of Wite-Out.

“You must make alot of mistakes,” the clerk says.
“Y ou don't know the half of it,” | admit.

Back at our hotel room, | dab, pour, crush, gtir. | experiment on my forearm, mixing by sight asIsuzu
looks on.

“Way too white,” she says.



“Y our opinion isvery important to us,” | say inamechanica voice. “Please hold.”

“No, for red, Marty,” Isuzuinggts. “I’ll look whiter than Vanillalce”

Have | mentioned that 1suzu’ s gotten stuck on a 1980s music jag? She's been downloading stuff off the
Internet—M C Hammer, Milli Vanilli, Mr. Ice. And me, I'm serioudy thinking of nominating the inventor
of headphones for sainthood—or at very least aNobel Peace (and quiet) Prize.

“Listen, kiddo,” | say. “When we retrying to fool two-tone eyes, you can be the judge. But for now, |
think I’ ve got a better handle on how vampires are going to see things.”

Shelooks down at my arm, and then up to meet my eyes. She changes subjects. “So, do | get to
svex?’

“Yes” | say. “Just for now. Just in public.”

“And | can shout?’

“It'Il be expected.”

“Cool.”

“No,” | correct. “Sad.” Pause. “But that’ s just how things are nowadays.”
“Pretty shitty, huh?’

“Saveit,” | warn.

But Isuzu just smiles. Thisisgoing to be like Halloween for her—without the candy, but with dl the
“Fuck yous’ she' sbeen piling up, findly let loose at the top of her lungs.

There comesatimeinthelife of every father when he getsalittle frightened of hischild. And even
though I’ ve had afew of those moments dready, 1suzu keeps bringing me more. Likethis, for instance:

WEe re waking through the mal with the other tourists, Isuzu in her ad hoc greasepaint, fake fangs, dark
glasses. | sop to take asip from the blood fountain, and Isuzu just zoomsin on thispoor guy ina
Hawaiian shirt.

“WATCH WHERE YOU’' RE WALKING, YOU SHIT-FOR-BRAINS MOTHERFUCKING SON
OF A BITCH!”

That’smy little girl, exploding. The words bang againgt the high ceiling and ricochet around the enclosed
courtyard. Every bloodsucker in the place freezes. Watches. It' s not like they haven’t seen this sort of
thing before. They just dways stop and watch every time.

The guy in the Hawaiian shirt looks around nervoudy, smiles, shrugs. Everybody understands.
Everybody’ sglad it's him and not them.

“KEEP ON SMILING, MOTHERFUCKER,” Isuzu screams. “I’LL SUCK THOSE EYES OUT OF



YOUR MOTHERFUCKING SKULL AND USE'EM FOR PING-PONG BALLS, | SWEAR
TO—

“I’'msorry,” Mr. Hawaii pleads. “1 didn’'t seeyou...”

“FUCKING RIGHT, YOU DIDN'T,” Isuzu continues, her voice starting to break from the strain of
using aregister it's never used before. “LISTEN, DICKHEAD, IF1 WANTED YOUR FOOTPRINT
INMY BACK—"

“Excuseus” | say, swooping in, clamping my hand over Isuzu’ s mouth, trying not to smear her makeup.
“Shels—"

“Obvioudy,” the Hawali guy says, only too happy to wash his hands of the matter. “Understood.” He
practicaly runs away, ablur of pasty white skin, hyacinths, and green parrots.

Isuzu bitestheingde of my hand.

“Son of ahitch,” | snap. The crowd that stopped for 1suzu now stops again for me. | wave ahealing but
gtill bloody hand in reassurance. “Nothing to see here,” | say. “ Continue as you were. Mill. Disperse.”

| return my hand to Isuzu’ s mouth, thistimeto stop her from giggling. “ *Mill. Disperse,’ ” she mumbles,
making my fingersvibrate, followed by her warm, wet tongue, looking for gapsto pokeitself through.

“Very funny,” | whigper. “1know | said you could swear, but where the hell were you raised? A truck
stop? No, no, wait. A truck stop next to anavy basenexttoa...”

| don’t finish. | don'’t finish because the back of my hand is getting wet. The Sideopposite |suzu’ stongue,
which seemsto have stopped. Instead, | can fed her swallowing undernesth my fingertips—over and
over again. | look at the back of my hand, at the shiny fresh trails of sudden tears.

“lzzy?’ | whisper. “What isit? What' swrong?’

Isuzu shakes her head. Swallows again.

Findly:

“What if shecals?’ she sobs. “Shewon’t know wherewe are.”

“Who?’ | ask, but then | know. “The machine will get it, Pumpkin,” | lie. “WEe |l check it as soon aswe
get back to the room.”

And thelook on her face—even with the sunglasses, even with dl the Wite-Out, trying to hide my
mistake—the ook on her face tells me she knows. Knows that her mom is dead. Knows that | covered
it up. We haven't talked about it since that night | brought her home. I’ ve wondered about her curious
lack of curiosity but didn’t say anything. | guess| wastoo relieved at being spared that conversation.
Had been, at least. Relieved. Spared.

But not anymore.

“Do you want meto say it?’ | ask.



“Yes,” she says, facing me with those dark glasses, making me look at two little mes staring back at
me—tiny, trapped.

“She...,” | begin, and Isuzu flinches.

“Okay,” shesays. Shenods asif I’ ve actualy said it, or maybe to stop me from actualy sayingit.
“Okay,” shesaysagain, still nodding. “1 thought s0.”

“How?’ | begin.
“Shenever caled,” 1suzu says. “Not even during the day.”

Andjust likethat, | saw al my little Trooper’ sinvisible, unimagined days, spent doing whatever, but dso
(aways) ligtening for aphone cdl that would never come. Y ou can’'t see that when you' re degping
through it. Y ou can't seeit when you play back the videotape later, or when you' re watching from your
PC at work. Y ou can’ tsee someone listening for a phone that doesn’t ring.

Andit'sdl my fault.

“Y ou wannapick out somebody elseto yel a?’ | ask.

“Nah...”

“Youwannaydl a me?’

Isuzu looks up, making melook a me again, shrunk down and in stereo.

“Nah.”

After our little mal adventure, the new cover story isthat Isuzu’s a Screamer who can’t scream—or
even gpeak, for that matter. Vampirism cured some physica deficits, some forms of blindness, some
forms of deafness, but it couldn’t make twisted limbs untwist, and it couldn’t make stunted ones grow.
o

Isuzu was born without a voice box. She can hear, smile, or pout, as she seemsinclined to do. But she
can't speak. My little Harpo Marx, in Wite-Out, sunglasses, and fake fangs. | write out a stack of
three-by-five cardsfor her to keep in her pocket and hand out as needed, each reading: “Fuck you and
the bat you flew inon.” For verigmilitude.

Of course, the new cover story fits nicdy with the fact that Isuzu isn’t spesking much at al lately,
especidly to yourstruly. Thetwo “nahs’ after | confessed (or amost confessed, was fully prepared to
confess) her mother’ s degth are pretty much al I’ ve gotten out of her since.

It'samazing how much of our everyday trivia exchanges can be gotten around without words.
Especidly when one of you is pouting. Especialy when one of you doesn't care. For Isuzu and me, for
instance, our post-amost-confession conversations quickly take the following form: me, gesturing a
choice of some sort—teeter-tottering two different cans of pet food, for example, onein each hand like
the scales of justice, or nudging and pointing at a passing sgn—followed by Isuzu’ s shrugging, and



showing me what the back of her head lookslike.

Back at the hotdl room | sit, painting some |eftover Wite-Out on dternating nails—the thumb, the
fuck-you, the pinky. Why? | have no idea. Maybe the congtant quiet is making me alittle goofy. Maybe
I’m hoping Isuzu will beforced to ask. | blow, fan, blow again.

Isuzu looks at meidly. She steps up, takes the bottle and my hand. Wordlesdy, shefillsthe blanks—the
index and ring—and then goes back to watchingThe Little Bobby Little Show with the mute ill on.

Missing the sound of her voice, I’ ve taken to Sitting in our hotel room in the dark, listening to Isuzu
snore—my littleidling sports ute—watching the weird reflections of the auroraplay over her degping
face, watching the weird shadows of hotel things stretch acrossthewallsand celling. That’ swhat I'm
doing now. I’ m gtting in the dark, watching, wondering if you can readly cal it kidnapping if you kidnap
your own kid. What if it'sfor her own good? Wheat if the only ransom you want isfor thingsto go back
to the way they were before you stopped talking to each other?

There' s no need to bother getting her ready for outdoors. She's dready wearing her parka and mittens,
has been deeping in them since we got here. It seemsthe hotel we' re staying at doesn’t makeits
thermodtatic decisonswith morta clientedlein mind. If you want it warmer for, say, sex, theré sa
surcharge. Seeing as I’ ve checked in with what appearsto be afour-foot-tall Screamer/burn victim, |
thought it best not to bother. After dl, there are some things that are even too creepy for vampires.

Those polystyreneties, by the way, make abduction alot easier than it was when | was ill hunting in
packs. Back then, duct tape was the way to go, but any efficiency expert will tel you, therewasalot of
wasted motion involved. Getting the roll started, wrapping it around the wriststwo, three times, ripping it
off, and then gtarting dl over on the ankles. With theties, you get them started ahead of time, making
these bigO s—or maybeQ s, redlly, factoring in the tail thing. And when it’ s showtime, you just dip
yourQ over their wrists and yank thetab al the way down, no fuss, no muss, no room to wiggle. Cops
have been using these things for crowd control for years, and | can see why. Cheap. Effective. Just
painful enough if the joker decidesto struggle.

With deeping mortals of acertain length, you can tighten the ankles and wrists a the sametime,
provided you don't wake them dipping on yourQ s. That's how it works thistime, with Isuzu—snesk,
sneak, dip, dip, stereo zip, and bingo! She's bound and portable before she' s even had achance to
open those dead-giveaway eyes of hers. And when shedoes wake, she doesn’t scream, or question, or
say agoddam thing. Maybe it’ s because she' sill pissed, or maybethisisjust the noisdessway she
awayswakes, the way she was trained to, back when thewalls around her smelled like wormswhen it
raned.

| wait. Let her focus. Assure hersdlf that whatever’ s being done is being done by a face she recognizes.
Andthen | lift her out of bed and throw her over my shoulder like arolled-up rug. She doesn't struggle.

Doesn't squirm. Her body’ s utterly limp, asif it's so used to the idea of death, it doesn’t know how else
to be.

This makes me sadder than her being quiet does.
| take the back stepsto the rental car abit harder than absolutely necessary, jostling the trussed-up rag

doll over my shoulder, hoping for apeep, burp, fart. A “Fuck you,” a“Drop dead,” a“Watchit.”
Nothing. | respond with the same nothing, lowering her body into the trunk and then closing the hood.



| take the shopping bag full of supplieswith me, setting it down on the passenger Side before unplugging
the engine heater from the parking kiosk. | start up the car and pull ouit.

None of thisis necessary, of course. | could have taken her where I’ m taking her without al this creepy
subterfuge. What can | say? I’ m a Catholic, degp down. Redemptioncosts. Between Good Friday and
Eadter, there shell to harrow. Plus, lam just the teensiest bit pissed at the way she' s been treating me
lately. Thiswassupposed to be avacation, but it's become aguilt trip instead.

Sure, | lied about her mom getting away, but there' s got to be a statute of limitations, mitigating
factorssomething to let me off thismeat hook I’ m dangling from. Like my not killing her. Like my raising

her from that point on—thatshould shave a couple of years off my sentence. Hell, she'sten and I’ m over
ahundred. On the basis of seniority alone, | deserve abresk.

But none of thisis putting mein theright frame of mind for what I’ ve got planned. | should be thinking
happy thoughts. I should be thinking about the ook on Isuzu’ sface. And so | drive, imagining her pout
dissolving into asmile. Imagining her little arms wrapped around my neck, hugging, forgiving, welcoming
me back from hell with an Easter egg and a chocolate bunny.

On second thought, maybe I’ m putting too many eggsin this basket. When al issaid and done, it’sjust
ice. Not justice. Not payback. Not even just deserts.

Judtice.

Wearrive. | grab the bag of supplies. Pop the hood. Help Isuzu up, let her take alook.
“Yes?' | ask, my entireworld balanced on that pinheed, the first word either of us has spoken in days.

Isuzu blinks, would rub her mortd eyesif her handsweren’t bound. I'll snip the ties soon enough, but
firgt, | need an answer. Shetries getting away with anod.

“Not good enough,” | say. “I need words. Sonic energy traveling through the air in waves. From your
lipsto my ears”

“Okay,” Isuzu says, softly, so softly.
“Excuseme?’ | say. “What wasthat?’
“Yes” shesays.

“Cool,” | say, snipping her free and then handing her the face paint, fangs, and glasses.

Thisjust might be what hell looks like when it freezes over. When you think about it, when you think
about the kinds of people who are probably there—the party people, the artists, the nonconformists. It’'s
probably heresy to imaginethat hell onice could be fun, could be beautiful, could beahell of alot like
the Fairbanks |ce Carnival.



Towhich | say: Sowhat?

I’m an ex-murderer who' s started taking Communion again, from my friend the nonpracticing-pedophile
priest. We re both vampires, and we' re both taking care of mortals—he, adog named Judas, 1, alittle
girl named for an SUV. Heresy’ s not exactly something I’ m troubling mysalf about.

I’ve checked out the carniva ahead of time. In thisworld of ours—where knives are sex toys and five
bucks buys you a postcard of a pole covered in tongue tips—you’ ve got to be careful with anything that
soundsthat closeto “carnivore.” But it’s okay. Nothing you wouldn't see in a PG-rated movie from
before the change. There’ s skating, ice sculpting, your average rigged carniva games, and rides like that
Ferriswhed over there, lighting up the sky, spinning in the dark lenses of Isuzu’sglasses.

I’ bet her dead mom never took her any placethis coal, | think, fishing the sSkates out of the shopping
bag—a pair for her, apair for me. | offer her my hand.

“Shdl we?”
Isuzu takes my gloved hand in her mittened one, and just like that, I’ m forgiven.

We pass through the entrance with our skates dung over our shoulders, buy aribbon of tickets, head
graight for therink. Theice—just ice—is as smooth as abrass casket lid. It' sa so lousy with Screamers
who aren’'t screaming—just like agtrip club in the lower forty-eight. They’ relaughing, insteed, with their
tight, prepubescent vocal cords, delighted, utterly delighted—for once, and for the time being.

“Can | talk?’ Isuzu whispers.

“You canlaugh,” | say. “You can have agood time. In fact, that’s an order.” Pause. “Just don't go
telling anybody our life sory, okay?’

“Okay,” Isuzu says, giving me aquick peck on the cheek before heading out on theicein her
flat-bottomed boots. She' s got her arms spread like abird and seems alittle surprised that she' s not
gliding quite aswell asthe others zipping around her.

| whigtlefor her attention. “Hey, Slick,” | say, lacing up my own skates. “Forget something?’

Isuzu takes her tinier pair from around her neck and looks at them asif she’ swondering what they’re
for. I finishlacing, and she' still holding them in her mittens, Saring at them, staring at the insane thinness
of the blades.

“C'mere, kiddo,” | say. “Let me help you with those.” | sit her on my knee, pull one on, then the other,
lace both up good and tight for my little first-timer. Taking both her hands, | lead her out onto theice.

“Okay,” | say. “Firg thing let’ sdo, let’ sfall on our butts.” | let go of her hands dowly, making sure she's
steady, making sure her ankles don’t buckle. “ Okay. Ready?’ | drop to theice, sest firgt, spinning ahaf
turn. | screw my face up in an exaggerated grimace—open one eye, then the other. “That wasn't so bad.
Now, your turn.”

Isuzu looks a mewith aface full of serious doubts. Perhaps she was abit hasty with that whole
forgiving-mebusiness

“Ligten, it'snot that bad. Y our butt’ sal padding.” Isuzu smilesevery time | say “butt.” “Plus, you don't



havethat far tofal.” Smirk. “If you break anything, we' |l get abutt doctor.” Smile. “A butt specidist.”
Bigger amile. “Theforemost butt surgeon in the world. He'll do a buttectomy. Y ou can pick out anew
butt. Any butt you want.”

Isuzu starts laughing, starts hiccuping, loses her balance, and doesn’t break her butt.
“Wheeee...,” | say, grabbing one of her skates and spinning her like aroulette whed .

The spinning makes her laugh more, and the laughing fuels more hiccups. And me? I’ m dready grinning
S0 wide, my fangs amaost meet in the back of my head.

If the Vatican could have seen uslikethis, | think it migt have stopped killing usalot sooner. By “us’ |
mean vampires, of course, and by “this’ | mean skating. No one on skates seems evil; I'm sorry, it'sjust
afact. You canlook evil in high hedls and jackboots, in muddy sneakers and centurion sandds, butskates
?No. Same' strue for those Dutch-made wooden clogs, but that’ s another story (calledHeidi, | believe).
And | know what you' re thinking: What about hockey players? Sorry. It' sthe sticks and the masks and
maybe the missing teeth—notthe skates.

It staken Isuzu a couple of brushes with the dreaded buttectomy, but she' s starting to get the hang of it.
Right now, she' sdoing short glides of acouple of yards, her arms out straight asif crucified, until she
loses confidence and starts rotating them faster and faster asif thisisthe way you stop when you' ve gone
too far. Then she walks back to where she started—bowlegged, using the sides of her feet—and doesit

again.

Meanwhile, laughing Screamers and laughing non-Screamers zip around her a arespectful distance,
doing their figure eights, their arabesques, their pirouettes, axels, and icy rooster-tail stops. Vampires
can't turn into anything—not wolves, not bats, not spooky, spooky mist—but here, at least, they canfly.

Laughter happens. It spreads like the shaved ice, gathering in random doodles, here and there.

Isuzu spots asmaller vampire who seemsto beice skiing behind ataller one, holding on to the long tails
of aridiculous scarf, being towed around the rink, faster and fagter, fishtailing at turns but still hanging on,
the steam of thelittle one' s pure joy scratching itsdf acrossthe cold night air like ajet’ svapor trail. Isuzu
just freezes there, mesmerized, her breath leaking out in a contemplative trickle. And then, in the snap
that decisions are made at her age, she takes both my handsin hers.

“C’'mon,” she pleads, tugging on my hand with more strength than | remember her having.
“But lzzy,” | try, “1 don't have ascarf.”

Y eah, right. Likethat’s gonnawork. Thisisthe guy who aso couldn’t find any white greasepaint, or a
pumpkin for Halloween, who right now, back at their hotel room, hasthe yellow pages, white pages, and
Gideon Bibleringing the bathroom sink, playing toilet seet for her still unbroken butt. ThisisMr.
Make-Do, the master of improvisation.

Okay. Okay. You got me. There's jumper cablesin the trunk of the rental car. I'm not exactly surethis
iswhat the Hertz people had in mind when they put them there, but what the heck? Anything in the name
of recklessjoy. And so we trudge back to the car, and then back to the rink, me with the Hertz cables
tied around my waist like atowline.



“Hold on, kiddo,” | say, making sure Isuzu has afirm grip with both hands and is steady on her feet
before moving out to take up any dack in the line. And then we're off. 1suzu laughs. She doesn't giggle
much anymore. Shelaughs, instead. A deeper, older kid'slaugh.

At firgt, she's perfectly happy with the moderate pace I’ ve chosen. This does not last. Of course. Soon:

“Fagter,” shecdls.

Okay. Fine. | was holding back, making sure she had the hang of it, which it seems she does; 0, faster it
is.

Laughing again, but shorter-lived, thistime. Thistime, the bark of “Faster” comesfagter.
Okay. Still doable. Y ou want faster, I'll give you fast.

“Faster!”

Y ou can see where thisis going, right? She' s developing atolerance, like ajunky.
“Fagter!”

Isuzu—I want to say, if | could catch my breath, if she could hear me through the wind rushing in her
ears—Isuzu, there are certain laws of physics we were not meant to tamper...

“Faster!”

Do you know how spacecraft gain the momentum they need to leave the solar syssem? They usethe
gravity of Jupiter to dingshot them out. | mention this now because, when | finaly decide to stop, Isuzu
just keepsright on going, creating dack as she gets closer to me, and then taking it up again, once she
passes. There are severd things that can happen at this point. For example, once the dack runs out,
Isuzu’ s forward momentum could (1) pull me down on my butt, (2) pull her down on her buitt, or (3) pull
us both down upon our respective buits.

Or...

Isuzu could be stopped before she runs out of cable. This could happen as aresult of (1) another kater,
(2) severd other skaters, (3) aninvisble portal to another dimension that swallows her up whole, leaving
just the smoldering split end of the jumper cable and perhaps one singed mitten, or (4) abank of loose
snow conveniently located at the edge of therink.

Now, | know that our experiences up until this point may suggest a biastoward that whole
invisble-porta thing, but asluck would haveit, Isuzu hits the edge of therink.

Now the snow in Fairbanks—that which hasn’t been trampled into concrete by dozens of Sorel
boots—tends to make for poor snowmen. It’ s not the good,packing kind, but the powdery sort that
tendsto stay loose. So when Isuzu hitsthe bank, it sends up a puff of snow, just asif she'd hit apile of
feathers. And sheliesthere, on her back, laughing her older kid' slaugh while the stirred-up snow falls
back down on her like one of those Christmas globes. She throws out her armsto either sde and lets
them flop down, kicking up more puffs of snow, more laughter, more feathers, more pieces of Christmas,
raining down on her like the grace of amerciful God.



And me?

| just stand there. Watching. Smiling. Catching my breeth. Feding atrue father’ s heart beat inside my
vampire chest.

After the skating rink, there' sthe Ferriswhed, the merry-go-round, the bumper cars, aquick puke stop,
and then, findly, the thing that dl the rest of this has grown up around, theice sculpting contest. Now,
you might think that sculpting falls somewhere between fishing and chess, asfar as spectator Sports go.
But you' d be wrong. After dl, anything involving chain saws and blowtorchesis bound to have acertain
amount of crowd apped.

Thigsthe PG portion of our evening.

Each artigt starts with an eight-foot-by-eight-foot block of solid ice and isjudged not only on the quality
of thefinal product, but aso on the amount of time it takes to produce. So we' re not just talking chain
saws and blowtorches here—we re talking chain saws and blowtorches being wielded at
limb-endangering speed in an effort to produce something beautiful asfast as vampirically possible.

By thetime we arrive, the artists have aready been at it for awhile, the competition area aready littered
with discarded bits and chunks of ice the size of cinder blocks, bricks, ice cubes, snow-cone shavings.
Every few seconds another chain saw bitesinto avirgin corner of its block, sending afresh blizzard
geysering into the spotlit night. “Ooo0’'s” arefollowed by “aaaa s.” Thefarting of chain saws. The hiss of
propane.

The shriek of amistake.

The gathering up of fingers. The spurting of arterid blood. The sizzle of the klutz' s neighbor as he burns
away the spattersthat weren't part of hisorigina design.

Over there, aunicorn rises out of itsblock; there, apolar bear, rearing up onits hind legs. There, there,
and there, atotem pole, Rocky and Bullwinkle, the sculptor himsalf as centaur. Chain saw exhaust and
icefog mix to erase the feet of the artists, so that they seem like moving sculptures of themselves, risng

magicaly out of the landscape.

Theiceisasclear asglass, the sculptures acting like weird lenses, twisting the light that fallsthrough
them, gtretching it, shrinking it, making it balloon. Passing behind their creations, the artists become giants,
then dwarfs, then giants again. But it’ s the torches that make the most of these optics, making the
sculptures glow orange and red and cobdt blue, seeming to burn from the inside and out, but coldly. Oh,
S0, so coldly.

And Isuzu’ sdark lenses catch it dl, her little fake-fanged mouth anO of pure awe.

Back in the car, returning to our hotdl, | ask Isuzu what part she liked best. | figureit'll probably be
skating or maybe the bumper cars, but am crossing my fingersfor the sake of art.

Shelooks at her skates, lying on the floorboard in front of her. The snow and ice have did off, are



making puddles, or dark wet spots on the skates' red leather. She looks up at me. She looks at the frost
feathering the insde of her window.

“All the people,” shefindly says, picking the onething | can’'t improvise for her back home—not with all
the greasepaint or basketballs or jumper cablesin the world.

16

Clarissa

It starts about amonth after we get back from Fairbanks. Singing. | can hear Isuzu singing in my ear,
during my wakswith Father Jack. It’ s after I ve tucked her in, after prayers and lights out, after double
locking dl the doorsleading in or out. She singsin awhispery, lullaby voiceand | just assume she's
singing hersdlf to deep. But then the baby talk sarts.

And so | make an excuse of looking for some misplaced keys. That’ swhen | find the thing, stuffed under
her pillow. Of al thetoys|’ve made her, I’ ve never made |suzu a baby doll. It just never occurred to me.
Out of sight, out of mind, | guess. Now it looks as though Isuzu has decided to correct my oversight for
hersdf.

“Crude’ does not even begin to describeit, and neither does“sad.” | thought she gave up on the whole
sock puppet thing after Fairbanks, but apparently I’m wrong. Instead, the sock puppets have
metastasized into this. She' s stitched severd together, making ams, legs, the trunk of abody and head.
The stuffing seemsto be acombination of dryer lint and the leftoversfrom her last haircut. Thefaceis
drawn on with Magic Marker, big baby eyes, aperky nose, atiny bow-shaped mouth. The big eyes
radiate big lashes like the rays of some kid-scribbled sun.

“Who'sthis?’ | ask, trying not to sound angry, or jealous, or confrontationd.

“Clarissa,” Isuzu says.

“And what is Clarissa supposed to be?’

“A baby.”

“Areyou her mommy?’

“She doesn’t have amom,” 1suzu says, before adding, “anymore.”

“Oh.” Pause. “Am | her daddy?’ | ask.

But Isuzu just grunts over my too-needy heart, and goes on coloring.

Am | ever going to beamother?’ 1suzu asks, not too much later.

| wish | could say that thisisthefirst time |’ ve heard that question, but it snot. It sthefirst time for
Isuzu, sure, but back when | was vamping strippers one at atime, the question came up again and again.



“What do you mean | don’t have to take the pill anymore?’ one or another would ask, after I'd run
through the do’ sand don’ ts and can’ ts of vampirism. “1 can still havekids, can't 177

“Y ou can have the sorts of kidsthat don’t have to be potty trained, but the other kind? No.”

It was usually right after these conversations that my brand-new vamplings got their first glimpse of how
fast their fellow vampires can heal. Asthey watched the dashes on my just-dapped cheek zipper shut,
their mouths would inevitably drop open asifthey’ d been dapped, and then the pink tearswould start.

“I’'msorry,” I'd say, leaving out what for, or for whom.
“Maybe,” | lie, now, to Isuzu. “Maybe not,” | add, to soften thelie.

Isuzu stands there staring at me, hugging Clarissato her prepubescent chest. There’ smoreto my yes-no
answer, and she' s prepared to wait.

“Thereare all sorts of different waysto be amother,” | say. “Maybe you won't be amom like your
mother was, but that’ s okay. I’ m not adad like my father was but | wouldn't trade placesfor anything in
theworld.”

“Isthat because he' sdead?’ Isuzu asks, not trying to be mean, just trying to play it alittle older than she
is

“No,” | say. “It’ sbecause he had to put up with me.”
Isuzu smiles. She puts Clarissa sdirty little sock hand on the back of mine. Pat, pat. There, there.

“Plus, hedidn’t haveyou,” | say, winning two hugs—one from Clarissa, and the other from her maker.

Thereare dl sorts of different waysto be amother.”

That'swhat | told Isuzu, and it' strue. Especialy nowadays. Especidly with dl the non-mommy
vampires out there, dl the childless vampire coupleslooking for alittle two-legged buffer to put between
themsalves and each other’ sthroats.

And s0 the marketplace has obliged a needy demographic yet again, turning children into a specia

effect. CGI, mainly. Computer-generated infants who grow up at the click of amouse. A vampire couple
who wantsto raise a child—achild they won't have to protect from other, less nurturing vampires; a
child they won't be tempted to uncork themselves for aspecia occasion, like abottle of pricey
wine—such couples usudly start their quest with atrip to the software store. Severd packages are
avalable—SimKid, Virtua Tot, and Microsoft’ s WinKid, among others. All of them work pretty much
the same way. Digital photos of the would-be parents are shuffled, recombined, morphed, and then
“infantilized,” yielding avirtua verson of the crgpshoot previoudy played by genetics. And after that it's
pretty muchWho's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? meets the dancing I nternet baby.

Thelevel of artificid intelligence used in most programsis pretty crude because most such programs
never go beyond the cute yearsin their basic versions. If you want your virtua child to get past itseighth
birthday, you have to buy the upgrades, which are notorioudy poor sdllers.



It should be pointed out that these programmed children are unlike anything ever known in either the
pre- or post-vampire-ascendant worlds. They embody the easiest, most parentally appealing aspects of
both the mortal and the vampiric. Like vampires , the child’ sdiet issmplicity itsef and never leadsto
anything as distasteful as changing digpers. Like vampires, these virtua children deep the deep of the
dead during the day, and during the night cry just enough to suggest the general ambiance of babyness
without ever actualy trying anyon€e s nerves. The programmers omit such things as birth defects, learning
disahilities, and childhood diseases, although the occasionad software bug has sneaked through. WinKid,
in particular, was notorious for its frequent crashes, followed by the“Nap Time’ pop-up box, which
could be cleared only by “rebootying” the computer.

Far moretelling isthe number of bugs reported that turn out not to be bugs at al, but design features
amed a making these user-friendly tykesmore “redigtic.” Like: It dwaysingsts on drinking blood from
agpecid cup. Like: The specid cup keeps changing. Like: 1t doesn’t seem to understand what the word
“no” means.

More often than not, these non-bug “bugs’ get fixed anyway. After dl, when Darwin meetsthe
marketplace, only the most customer-friendly survive—and you' re only as good as your tech support.

Please hold.

So, who should we have be the father?’ | ask, assuming it'sano-brainer. I’ ve dready loaded her photo,
and am about to drag my own into the program when Isuzu says.

“Bobby.”

“Who?’

“Bobby Little,” 1suzu says, kicking my startled heart whileit’s down.
“Why Bobby Little?” | ask, meaning, why not me?

“He sfunny.”

I”m funny. Italk funny. We ve dready established that.

“He sgot eyeslikeme,” she goes on, meaning not like mine. Not dl black and vampiric and impossible
to read.

“And he knows good songs,” she concludes, meaning the happier Besatle ones.

It'sprobably silly of meto fed jedous, but | do. Hell, I'm till jedlous of that collection of dirty laundry
she cdls Clarissa. What' sthe point of being jedlousif you can't be slly about it?

“Wdll, | don't have apicture of Bobby Lit...,” | begin, aslsuzu reaches past me, clicksafew times, and
Bobby’ samiling facefillsthe screen.

“You get that off the Web?’ | ask, and Isuzu nods.



“Okay,” | say, giving in. | dlick (sgh) and drag (Sgh) and let WinKid mix their too-young facesinto the
face of my virtua (sgh) grandchild.

“What should we call her?’ | ask when the morphing’ s done.

“Clarissa,” Isuzu says. “For my mom.”

My hands freeze over the keyboard. She' s never mentioned her mother’ s name before, and I ve never
asked. Now | don’'t haveto. Now | just have to find something to fill the stunned silence | fed mysdlf
fdlinginto.

“ClarissaLittle?’ | ask, findly. “Or Cassidy?’

Isuzu thinks about it. She mullsthe possibilities.

“Kowaski,” shesays, findly, giving me back my heart like a present for Father’s Day.

17
Them

Isuzu seemsto be growing out of her clothesalot faster than before. Her bones seem to be lengthening
a an darming rate. And | seem to be spending more time than usud in the JCPenney Screamers
department, buying new this, new that.

The Screamers department, by theway, isn't redlly caled that. Not officidly. It' scalled “ Just Right” at
JCPenney, “Big Hearts” in Kmart, and “ Small Packages’ at Marshdl Fidd's. Searshasalineit cdls
“Kenmore-or-Less,” while at Target, the Sgn over theaide just says, “Reaching for the Stars.”

“Who fuckin’ sez?” a Screamer shopping next to me wants to know. Shetilts her head in the direction of
the sgn marking theade we re standing in.

“Jugt Right,” the sign says, hanging there well over both our heads.

“Fuckingaddingfucking insult tofucking injury,” she mutters, gesturing toward the other Sign, set at
approximately eye levd for a Screamer such as hersdf.

“No Shouting, Please,” it says. There' sa picture of adisembodied pair of lipswith fangs, pursed in front
of adisembodied hand, asingle finger raised, the better to ssshhhh you with.

“Fucking fascist bastard goat fuckers,” she goes on muttering. “Oo00, that’s cute. What sizeisit?’ She
grabsthe blouse I’'m holding, the one I think 1suzu might like. | let her. I'm not stupid. I’ m also pretty sure
it' stoo big for her, seeing as the Screamer in question comes up to about my chest, while the top of
Isuzu’ shead isnow just shy of my chin.

“Fuck,” the Screamer blurts after checking the tag, and just before throwing the blouse, hanger and all,
backward over her shoulder, aiming for the aidefloor.

“Sorry,” | say, catching the blouse beforeit hitstile.



“Fuck you,” the Screamer says, waddling around to spread joy on the other side of the rack.

Isuzu’ s bed ismade.

That'sthefirst bad sgn.

When | get back from my latest trip to Penney’ swith a couple of bagsfull of new clothes, | can see her
bedroom door open, and the made-up bed inside. She never makes her bed unless| tell her to. And |
never tell her to because | don’'t make mine, either. The last time she made her bed was just before our
trip to Fairbanks—Dbefore she knew such athing was even being planned—and | found her in the
bathroom with afull garbage bag jammed into the open window. She' d filled it with everything she could
from her closet, her shelves, the cupboards in the kitchen dedicated to dl that human food of hers. At the
time, she'd planned to make her escape under cover of sunlight, while | was till degping. But by sunset,
she’' d only managed to get asfar as getting the bag jammed halfway out the bathroom window.

“Hey, Miss Trooper,” | said. “Planning alittle vacation?’ At thetime, | was more amused than worried,
partly because the look on her face was so serious.

Thistime, the look on her faceisjust as serious as she strolls out of the kitchen, holding the bread knife
that originally introduced usin one hand, and in the other, aquart bottle of Xtreme Unction that’ s been

replaced with gasoline. She' sgot severd yards worth of extension cord coiled over her shoulder, and is
wearing every black thing she owns. Her face is smeared with black shoe polish.

“I didn’t know it was homicidal mingtrel night,” | say.
“Funny, Dad,” shesays. “Ha,” sheadds, dryly. “Ha.”
“Youseemto haveplans” | say. “May I—"
“I’'mgonnago find’em,” she says.

“Who?’

“Them,”shesays.

“Them?’ | say, dill not gettingit.

“Could you hold this?’ she asks, handing me the bread knife. Shetriesthe door as| stand there, looking
a my own reflection in the knife sblade. It' s about afoot long and serrated.

“Key?’ she asks, holding out her hand.

Andthen | getit. Them. Clarissalskillers. Shel sgoing to find and kill her mother’ skillers, with the help
of thisknife, that gas, maybe just tie them up with that extension cord and leave them outside for the sun
to get. She' solder and taller and stronger than she was when shetried and failed with me, but I’ m ill
not very optimistic about her prospects. With alittle luck and the upper body strength of, say, an O. J.
Simpson, she might send one of them to an (extremely) premature grave.



| decide to change gears. When you' re dedling with atwelve-year-old holding a bottle of gasoline and,
presumably, matches, it' s best to take her as serioudy as she takes hersdif.

“How you planning on finding them?’ | ask, and she tosses me a copy of theDetroit Free Press Metro
section from the night before. She' scircled the face of alocal businessman being honored for something
or other. A hotshot. A bigwig.

Shit.
“Key,” she repests, her hand out.

What I'd liketo doisjust ignoreit. Question her ability to recognize any of her mother’ skillers, after all
thistime. Problem s, that excuse won't work. Not anymore. Whatever sngpshots Isuzu has
shock-flashed into her brain are as good as the night they were taken. There’ s no need to compensate
for age, the passage of time. Clarissa skillerslookexactly the same asthey did when they did the
deed—and awayswill. Unless...

Wil say you're me. What' saloving father to do?

Wheat do you think of capital punishment?’ | ask Father Jack. Isuzu hasn't gotten the key. Instead, she's
been locked in her bedroom, sans cord, gas, and knife. There are no windows through which she can
climb, and even in her current state, she knows better than to make the kind of noise that would be
required to break down the door. Sheis giving her Screamer vocabulary aworkout, however, muttering
under her breath, and into my ear, thanksto the power of cellular technology and afoster father with an
increasingly unsavory tendency to eavesdrop.

“Conflicted,” Father Jack says. “On the one hand, if it weren’t for capital punishment, I'd be out of a
job.” Hefingersthe crucifix pinned to hislapel, just in case | missed the point. “On the other hand, you
know what Gandhi said about an eyefor an eye.”

“Refresh my memory.”
“It leaves the whole world blind,” Father Jack says. Quotes. Paraphrases.

Maybe that’ s why we don’t have the death penalty anymore. Not officialy. It's considered too barbaric
and too unusua in aworld where degth isno longer inevitable. What we use, instead, is humiliation.
Stockades, for example, have made a comeback. Ditto, tar and feathering and stoning, but with sponges
soaked in something awful. Banishment, of course, has never redlly gone out of style; its use hasjust been
codified now. But the most popular form of punishment by far isleeches.

The number and placement depends upon the severity of the crime, and the pendty schedule lookslike
an old acupuncture chart, with the arrows running to various body parts labeled not with maladies but
with mafeasances. Genitd gpplication, for example. Genitd gpplication involving ahdf dozen or more,
gpplied publicly and borne for two or more nightsin arow—though rare—is the vampire punishment for

rape.
But how many leeches do you think someone who' skilled your mother deserves?

Exactly. Fuck the leeches.



“Why this sudden interest in capita punishment?’ Father Jack asks. “It’ s pretty esoteric, no? Just awee
bithistorica 7’

“I’'mjust thinking about some of the stuff | used to do,” | say, and then regret it immediately.
“Oh goody,” Father Jack says, rubbing both hands. “ Tell, tell.”

Thisiswhat | contribute to the relationship. | bounce my euphemistic problems off Father Jack asa
sounding board and in return, | tel him stories of what it was like, back when vampires till had to hunt
for aliving. Father Jack’ sabottle-fed last-waver, and these stories are like vampire pornography for
him. And when he sin one of these moods, he' slike an English professor whose one guilty pleasureis
cheap pulp noir detective stories, full of bad-news dames and other clichés he’ d mock in the classroom
or condemn at the pulpit. But here, now, in his off time, he' sall goody-goody.

“It was great, Jack,” | say, fedling like | used to fed, getting ready to tell Isuzu abedtime story.
“I remember thisonetime, | couldn’t maketheguy die”
“No...”

“Scout’ s honor. He kept on flopping around, holding his neck. Then he startstrying to crawl after me,
grab my ankle. | findly had to drop acinder block on hishead.”

“Quch.”
“And itdoes sound like an egg, you know. Like abig, thick-shelled ostrich egg.”
Father Jack nods. Rubs his hands.

And so wewalk, | supplying the gory details, Father Jack al wrapped up in hisvicariousreliving of the
Wild Wild West of Vampirism. Isuzu’ s still swearinginmy ear. | do it mainly just to monitor now, though
I’ ve noticed some changes in the things I’ ve heard. When you' re talking to someone face-to-face, you
tend to focus on the words, the expressions, the body language. But when you' re listening to someone
over awire—someone who isn't talking to you, who doesn’t even know you' re listening in—you can
focus on the things that might be considered rude, face-to-face. Like timbre, tone, pitch, the voice as
abstract sound instead of the medium through which the words are conveyed. And what | hear in my ear,
over thewire, through the angry muttered “Fuck this s’ and “ Fuck that’s,” isthis:

Isuzu’ sgrowing up.
Her voiceis getting deeper, richer, lesskidlike. More womanly.
| don’t want to know this. | don’t want to hear it. And so | rest my hand in my pocket. | keep walking. |

keep talking. | find the volume whedl onmy cell and thumb it dl the way down, trying not to think about
what’ s coming next.

Here ssomeirony for you. Vampires are wimps when it comes to death. Now that they’ reimmortal,
they’ re more afraid of death than they ever were when it wasinevitable. And when one of usdies, the



lossisimmeasurable, the grief among those left behind immortd inits own terribleway. A widdy
publicized vampire desth—and dmostad| vampire deaths are widdly publicized, whether or not the
deceased was widdy known beforehand—wounds the world for weeks, sometimesyears. TV news
shows pick apart the deceased’ stragically abbreviated biography, from birth to vamping, and they dl
choke up at that point, no matter the manner, no matter the details. They're dl like Water Cronkite, and
every dead vampire s another JFK.

Thefunny thing is, the mediaitself has probably gotten more vampireskilled than amost any other cause,
including car accidents. It’'sthe mediathat makes suicide an attractive cure for vampire ennui. That orgy
of attention isapowerful thing. Just knowing that the entire world will be thinking ofyou, thatyou will be
lodged in their hearts and minds, thatyou will be the reason why every raindrop they seefor the next
severa weeks reminds them of tears shed. Isit any wonder some vampire suicides |eave behind media
kitsinstead of suicide notes, complete with bios and video ready for broadcasting?

Of coursg, if you don’t know you' re going to commit suicide, you take what you can get.

It wasn't hard tracking that first one down. Isuzu provided the main clue—the one the article she gave
me euphemized around with referencesto his* stature” in the community. He was a Screamer and not
much taller than she was back then. He was the one they put in charge of holding on to Isuzu while the
rest went after the mother. He was a so the first one she pulled the bread knife on that evening, before
stumbling away in shock to be found later by yourstruly.

So how was | supposed to find arich Screamer of the mae variety? Easy. All | had to do was park
across the street from the Necropolis, a*“ gentlemen’s club” anotch or two above the places| used to
haunt. He d toddle along soon enough. And after afew nights of me casing thejoint, he does.

He steps out of alimo with blacked-out windows, wearing atrench coat that scrapes the ground when
he walks. The greeter out front tips his hat, pulls open the door, and gets afistful of crumpled billsin
return.

Following afew minuteslater, | find mysdlf tipping agauntlet of hands along the way to atable just
behind him. My victim. My firg victim in decades. | can fed something ingderisng just at the thought of
it and have to remind mysdlf that thisisfor Isuzu. To protect her and avenge her andnot for this
oh-so-ddicious rush rushing through my veins.

He sgot acherub’sface, my victim. It slit by the stlage he' s craning up at with so much longing and
desrel amogt fed sorry for thelittle shrimp. Until he starts mock-fanning himsalf with a spread of
hundred-dollar bills, that is. He smiles at the dancer onstage, winks one of his black, black eyes, and
loosens histie. HE sgot dmost no neck at all—not that that’ sthe way | plan on taking him out.

“Isthis seet taken?’ | ask, interrupting my victim'’ sreverie just long enough to take the seat next to him.

“Do | know you?" he asks, hispiping little voice full of financial compensation.

“Not directly,” | say. “But we have mutua acquaintances.”

“Dowe?’ he says, arching abrow with interest.

| nod. “What' reyou drinking?’ | ask. Two guyswho know guys doing the quick-bond thing.



“Sameol’ sameal’,” he says, playing dong.

“Youdon'tlook likeasameol’ sameol’ kind of guy.” | smile. “Y ou look like you might likeit alittle
fresher than that.”

And the shrimp playsit cool. He takes asip. Says nothing.

So | play it cool right back. Say the same nothing. Look where he’ slooking, which is back up onstage.
“What mugtit belike,” he says, suddenly, “to havelegsthat long?’

“It'snot that great,” | say. “Y ou know, the whole bigger, farther-to-fall thing.”

“Don’t talk to me about faling,” he says, placing histiny hand to histiny heart, pat, pat, pat. “1 do that

every freaking night of theweek.” He pauses, spins hislittle butt around on the chair. “So,” he says,
“what did you havein mind?’

Long legs and bare breasts are one way to keep a Screamer quiet. And duct tape' s another.

“Quit squirming,” | snap, fishing the munchkin out of my trunk &t the top of the parking garage we' ve
drivento.

Hekicksat mewith hisstubby littlelegsuntil | pull out the ax I" ve brought dong. “Don’t make me make
you shorter than you aready are,” | say, and the kicking stops.

I’ve left his hands and legs free, by the way, because duct tape would be adead giveaway when his
body’ sfound later. Asfor the strip over hismouth, | plan on pulling that off right around thetime
screaming will be the natura thing to do.

“Think of it thisway,” | say, aswe head to the roof of the parking structure. “Thisisthelast faling you'll
ever havetodo.”

Ligtening to mysdlf, I can’t help smiling. | sound like aregular bad-ass. God, | forgot how much fun this
could be. And 0 | remind myself again—thisisfor 1suzu.

Of coursethisisjust hearsay without proof. That'swhere the ax comesin. Before pulling off the duct
tape, before letting gravity do my dirty work for me, | take alittle something to bring back for 1suzu.
Proof, and maybe something else. With histiny hand pressed down flat on the concrete ledge, | heft the
ax and bring it down. Histhumb rolls away from the rest of him. | stoop, pick it up, drop it into my
pocket. Hewon't be needing it where he' sgoing, even though his vampire biology isaready busying
itsdlf, trying to restore the damage. It doesn’t know how much damageit’ s got coming.

“Any last words?’ | ask, preparing to pull off the tape, preparing to let go of the trench coat I'm using to
hold him up.

Henods. | rip.

“Thanks” he says. And then he lifts his unbound hands high over his head. Hisarms dip through their



deevesand I’'m left holding the empty black ghost of his coat.

All the long way down to the pavement below, my Screamer doesn’t scream. He doesn’t make a peep.
The only sound istheripple of his clothing as hisbody dicesthrough the night air.

It seemslike forever before his skull cracks open againgt the sidewalk, letting out al of itstime. | look
down and see his splintered bones jutting up and out of his suddenly ill-draped skin. Even for avampire,
it seemslike there’ s too much blood.

Turning away, | decideto lieto Isuzu. “He screamed hishead off.” That’swhat I'll say. “He cried likea
baby.”

So?’ Isuzu says, when | let her out of her room.

“Here” | say, fishing the Screamer’ s thumb out of my pocket. Itswound has hedled over but it’ s il
twitching, looking like nothing so much asabig pink jointed caterpilla—with an impeccably trimmed
thumbnail where the head should be. | placeit on thetable and it inchworms along blindly right up to, and
over, the edge.

“Jeezus, Marty. What isthat?’

Closure, | think. “Them,” | say. “One of them. What' sleft.”

“What am | supposed to do withit?’

“Stick pinsinit,” | say. “Burnit. Smash it with ahammer. And in the morning, get rid of it.”

“How?’

“Oh, | think you know, Sunshine.”

And she amiles. She smiles as bright and deadly asthe sunitself.

It'snot enough, of course. A thumb. A thimbleful of revenge. But it will haveto do. Isuzu’ still got a
soul to lose, and murder—even ajudtifiable homicide—is agood way to loseit. Fortunately, | don’'t have
that problem. And so | do what servicel can.

The media, meanwhile, hasitsfidd day. The TV news magazines start running specia segmentson
vampire depression, and the special problems of Screamers, who on TV are caled “the prematurely

vamped” or “our most special vampires.” Friends and relatives of the departing contestant are
interviewed.

“Him,” Isuzu says, pointing at the screen.
“And him,” she says, pointing out number three,

A house fire blamed on bad wiring. That takes care of number two. And number three?“What



happened to hisair bag?’ the TV wantsto know. “Why did his brakesfail? What caused the accelerator
to tick like that? Should there be arecal?’

Aninvestigation islaunched. I’'m guessing that they’ re probably interviewing hisfriends and relatives,
too, just asthey did with the others. But Isuzu and | have stopped watching the reports. We vefished
our limit.

It' stimeto |et the hedling begin.

18
Ebola

Father Jack and | have allittle routine we do when wefirst see each other. It sartswith me asking,
“How'slife?’

“Still teking forever,” Father Jack says back, full of vampire weariness.
That joke has never seemed lesstrue.
Not nowadays.

Not with Isuzu in my lifeto remind me of how fast time can move. Not with Little Bobby Little on the
TV for comparison, il little, still cute and bouncing around hislittle kid' s bedroom. He' s obvioudy
computer generated, or taped for broadcast |ater—over and over again, year after year. Why others
haven't noticed his mysterious lack of aging, who knows? Childhood seemsto last forever when you'rea
kid, and vampires, with their imperviousness to the ravages of aging, have falen back into that kid sense
of time. Maybe his not aging seemsright to them. Maybeit'sjust becausethey don’t have an Isuzuin
their livesto let them know better.

In the old movies, they used to visudize the passage of time by showing awall cadendar, shedding days
and dates like autumn leaves. That's how it feels around my gpartment nowadays. | sometimesfed like
our hair should be blowing back, or some cartoonist should ink in long, straight motion lines behind our
backs, to illustrate just how fast things are going, how fast one of usis growing up, while the other one
just stands there, blown back by the gust of her passing.

Taketonight, for instance.

I’'min theliving room, reading a book about the mating habits of insects, and |suzu’ s bivouacked in the
bathroom, a place that seems to have become her base camp, from which reconnai ssance missons are
occasionally launched for aquick snack, aquick “Hey,” aquick grab at the clicker to seeif there's
anything better on TV than the program I’ ve decided to watch, and then back to whatever itisshe's
doing inthere. I'vejust read that the female praying mantis decapitates the male during sex when Isuzu
lets out a scream that chills my aready cold blood.

“Marty, help!” she adds, asif | haven't dready flung the book aside and bolted for the bathroom in the
half a heartbeat it takes between her scream and elaboration. The door’ slocked, but I'm avampireon a
mission, and the lock was redlly never more than asymboal of privacy. I'll fix the hinges |ater.



“lzzy, what isit?’ | cdl, terrified at what | might find. In the same haf a heartbest it took meto get to the
bathroom—and the other half a heartbest it took to rip the door from its moorings—all | can think of is
the bathroom window. The glassis stippled, of course; you can't see anything from the outside. But it's
obvioudy abathroom window and she' s been spendinghoursin there lately. Obvioudy, she hasn't been
spending those hoursin the dark. And alit bathroom window that stayslit for hours—that’ snot vampire
behavior. An outsde observer might come to wonder about that. Might make note of it, keep track.
Might come one night to investigete for himsdlf, pulling the window out, smashing it in, finding it unlocked,
maybe. He' d be avampire on amisson, too, and he'd find my little Isuzu.

My aready chilled blood starts creeping toward absol ute zero.

| set the unhinged door aside and look for broken glass, for any sign of astruggle. | look for the shadow
or reflection of an intruder trying to hide just insde the doorway, or behind the shower curtain. | look for
thetelltale polkadots of carnage on thewalls and celling.

Nothing.

No glass, no shadows, no blood spatters. Just Isuzu sitting on the toilet with her jeans and underwear
around her ankles, atowel draped across her 1ap, hugging her scomach and rocking back and forth.

“What isit?" | ask, noticing the tears and terror in her eyes.

“I’'mdying,” she sobs. | notice myMerck Manua open on the bathroom counter. “I’ ve got Ebolal” she
walls.

“Ohmy God!” | say, my hand going to my mouth. That my meaning and purposein life should be struck
down at the age of thirteen by amysterious virus bent on liquefying her insgdes seemsentirely plausbleto
me at the moment. I’'m a parent, and paranoid, and part of my brain has been living in this moment for
years. “Ohmy God,” | say again, catching aglimpse a what an Ebola victim looks like in theMerck.

“Look,” suzu says, risng from thetoilet, wrapping the towel around her waist likeaskirt. And | can
amdll it without even looking—the smdll asfamiliar to me asmy own name. There sblood in the
toilet—from her.

My “ohmy God" hand istill pressed to my mouth and it’ sagood thing; it’'s hiding the smile of what
I’ve redized, but 1suzu hasn't.

To satisfy my little girl who' s apparently becoming ayoung woman, | take aquick peek at the primary
evidence supporting her diagnosis of Ebola. | work to straighten the grin under my fingersinto something
abit more serious, and appropriate. Looking at her stricken face helps.

Taking my hand away and clearing my throat, | say, “Um...,” but then stop. God, do | fed likeamae,
al of asudden. Not like avampiretalking to amortal. Not an adult talking to achild. No. I'm aman
stepping into no-man’ s-land without acompass or aguide or even an adequate supply of
feminine-hygiene euphemisms

And dl of asudden, | start thinking about dating again. | haven’t seen anyone of the adult female
persuasion since the night | brought 1suzu home. I’ ve been busy raising her up to this point. We ve been
busy playing dapjack, misunderstanding each other, getting into rows, and making up. Sofar, it sheena
one-man job, with alittle involuntary input from Father Jack, and that’ sbeen it. That's been enough.



But not now. All of asudden, it’s obviousto methat raising Isuzu beyond this point is atwo-person job.
And so | gtart thinking about dating again. Dating hard. Speed dating. Whatever it takesto find amom |
can hand Isuzu off to in momentslikethese.

“Um...," | say again.

Stdling for time, | pick up theMerck, conault it, study it, tap my chin asif pondering my little girl’s
diagnosis. “Maybe,” | say, dowly, “maybe there’ s another explanation.”

Isuzu has gpparently anticipated this. She snatches the book from my hands, and flipsto the section on
hemorrhagic fever. She hands it back.

“Yeah,” | say. “That’sagood one, too, but...” | closethe book and return it to the sink counter. On
second thought, | place the book on the floor, and rest afoot on top. “1'm thinking it could be something

that’ snot so...”
“Lrae?
“No.”
“Contagious?’

“No.” | lock my eyes on her eyes, so she can take whatever reassurances she needs from them. “Fatal,”
| say. “1 don't think thisisfatal.” Which isn't Strictly true, of course. Puberty isasign of growing up, and
growing up isatermina condition, if left unchecked. Still, the point is, I’ m not expecting her to drop dead
within the next forty-eight hours or so.

| decide to take a different approach. “ Do you know where babies come from?’ | ask.

The look this question getsis not the one | expected. | expected either asmirk, or embarrassment, or
blank, blinking innocence. | didn’t expect alook of horror mixed with aclear sense of betraya. Still
wesaring that look, 1suzu nods her head, grimly, indicating that yes, shedoes know where babies come

from.

“Thefarm,” she says.

Ohmy God! | can seethe gearsworking in her head, the shocking “ah ha's’ she's coming to, about why
| took her ininthefirst place, and why | haven't killed her—at least not yet. | fed sick. | fed sick, and |
want to cry, but crying blood at the moment isn’t exactly going to help matters.

All'l candoissay, “No.” All I can dois shake my head asvigoroudly as possible. “No. No. No. No.”
All'l can doisthrow up my hands, twin stop Sgns. “That'snot it a al.”

The look on her face says,Bullshit. The ook on her face says,Convince me, motherfucker.

“Have you ever heard of aperiod?’

“Y ou mean like aquestion mark,” she says, “but without the squiggly thing?’ She drawsanS or snakein
thear.

“No. Awoman'’s period. Her time of the month. Getting avisit from Aunt Flo?’



None of these words are making sense, in the combinations |’ m using, in theway I’ m stringing them
together. And why should they? VVampire women don't have periods. Isuzu hersaf was too young for the
information when shewas dlill living with the only woman in her experience prone to such monthly vists.
The only chance of something like this being mentioned on TV would bein a...well, aperiod piece. But
period dramatizations on vampire TV veer away from that subject matter just asrapidly asregular TV
did, before the change. Sure, menstruation means blood, but more than that, it means reproduction. And
that meansit’ sjust another reminder of the thingswe ve given up, to live forever.

“It'sdl naturd,” | tdl 1suzu. “Nothing’ swrong.” | pause. “Thisisn't about dying,” | lie, because, inthe
long run, everything about mortalsis about dying. But | can't think that way. Not now. Not for Isuzu’'s
sake. “It'sabout life” | say. “ There comes atimein ayoung woman'slifewhen...”

| go on, explaining what needs to be explained, assuring her that I’ m not when sheinssts | must be
kidding. The explanation | giveisclinica, biologicaly correct, and anatomicaly accurate, but I'll spare

you the gory details. After dl, I'm as adverse to these little reminders as any other vampire. | just try not
to show it while rescuing young damsdls from Ebola

19
Who Knew Buddhists could be so Mean?

I"m thinking about my mom.

| couldn’t save my dad. | was vamped too late; he died too early. But | didn’'t have that same excuse
when it came to my mom. Shewas gill dlivewhen | got back from the war with not a scratch on me, but
pae asaghost and suddenly alergic to sunlight.

“Mr. Hollywood!”

That's how she greets me, after throwing open the door that first night back.

I’'m il standing on the porch, still wearing my uniform, aduffel bag dung over my shoulder, the mesh of
the screen door still standing there between her and me. The porch light has been burning al evening,
awaiting my arriva, driving the moths and mosquitoes mad, the black flecks of their bashed insect brains
dotting the bare bulb in apointedly pointlessway. | shake my head. “Huh?’

My mother taps the side of her head, next to her eyes.

“Oh, yeah,” | say, reaching to remove my sunglasses, but then stop. I’ ve been thinking about how to do
this, dl thelong way back from Europe. | never did come up with anything that was worth anything.

“Mom?’
113 Y%?’
“Can you open the screen door?’

My mother’ s two-toned eyes widen with an “ Oh jeez” or an “Oh yeah,” or maybe both. “Oh honey, I'm



sorry,” she says, pushing the door open. “I was just o busy drinking you in.”
| flinch; she doesn't notice,

“Haveyou gotten taller?” shegoeson. “Y ou' ve gotten tdler, haven't you?’” Shetriestaking my free
hand; | pull away, making abig show of struggling with my duffd bag. Maybe after I’ ve gotten a.cup of
coffee, something warm to hold on to, to borrow from, to render less shockingly cold.

“Oh, Jesus”

| don't meanto say it; | just do. | just step in through the front door, and thereit is, staring at melikea
shotgun aimed at my head. The dining room table. The dining room table, set, and waiting for me, bowls
and platters steaming with the ddlicious steam of my favorite everything.

My mother doesn’t even scold mefor using the Lord’ s namein vain. Instead, she starts reciting the menu
like she' srunning through the guest list for the Last Supper.

“Demonico steek soit’ still pink insde, baked potatoes with butter, corn on the cob, dinner rollsfrom
the Italian bakery, iced teawith lemon and sugar, coffee black, fruit salad, baked beans, chicken soup
with just broth and noodles—no carrots, no onions, no celery—and for dessert...”

And even though my heart is breaking from the sight of dl thislovel can’t do anything with anymore, by

the time my mother hits“and for dessert,” | just start laughing. And it’ sabig laugh, one of those
throw-your-head-back-and-roar-at-the-moon laughs, the kind that comes on all of asudden, after too
much fear and anxiety and tension, tension, tension, followed by the sudden release and relief of knowing
nothing' sredly changed. Everything’ sjust where you |eft it, even the people.

My mom hasn't said what' sfor dessert yet, and | imagine her staring at me—glaringat me—pissed at me
for laughing at God only knowswhat. She'll be doing that thing with her fisssand her hips, she'll sart
tapping her foot impatiently; if | wait long enough, shée' Il say, “What' s so funny, mister?’

That'swhat | expect to find when | finally stop laughing and look at her again. Instead, what | getisa
glimpse a what my mother might look likeif she wound up on display a the wax museum. Her
expresson isfrozen, asistherest of her. And just like that, | know she' s seen them. She' s seen my fangs
when | laughed.

“Mom?’ | say.

No answer.

“Mom, are you okay?’

Slence

And so | doit. The damage has dready been done, so | might aswell damn it the rest of theway. |
touch her hand with my cold hand. She flinches. Stops. | remove the shades from my obsidian eyes.

“Mom,” | begin. “I’ ve got something to tell you.”

“Peach cobbler,” she says, pulling her hand away from mine.



“What?’

“Peach cobbler,” she repedts, by the table now, taking the place she' s set for herself. “ Peach cobbler for
dessert.”

“Mom...”
“It'sgetting cold,” she says. “Sit,” she adds.

| close the space between her and me, think about touching her shoulder, don't. Instead, | pull out the
chair by the place she's set for me.

“Looksgreet,” | say, drinkingit al in with my eyes. *Y ou shouldn't have goneto dl thetrouble,” | add,
garing at the part in her hair, hanging there in front of me, over her plate, over her Delmonico steak, il
gseaming faintly, her fork and knife stuck in the mest, stuck in her hands not moving, not even trying.

Like Dracula?’ she says, when shefinally unsticks and risks looking at me again.
“That'sthe generd idea,” | say, “but they get alot of stuff wrong.”

Her eyes keep glancing down when she thinks I’m not looking. There' saknife where she' slooking, and
| wonder if she's planning to stab me—if she thinks she needsto defend herself againgt her own son. And
then| get it. | place my hand over the knife' s shiny blade. “Likethat,” | say. | pick up the knife and hold
it S0 she can see me and my reflection in the blade. “How do you think Belakeeps hishair so neet if he
can't seehimsdf inamirror?’

My mother smilesand | smile, too, but lipsonly. No fangs. As Kenny Rogerswould say, years later,
you got to know when to hold ' em, know when to fold’em. Maybe | am agambler, after al.

“How?' sheasks, and | tdl her.

She asks me what the world looks like through eyesthat are dl dilated pupil, what it feesliketo have
skin that's so cold.

“Holy,” | say. “Theworld looks and fedsholy. Everything’ s hdoed. Everything glows. And everything
feels connected to everything else, and you' re connected to it, too. Just like everything, and everything
d$.”

“Sounds Buddhigt,” my mother says, with no little bit of ire. Somehow, | get the feding that given the
choice of what to have for ason—avampire or a Buddhist—my mother would pick fangs over yin-yangs
any day. “Mrs. Thompson's son Billy came back a Buddhist,” she says.

“No,” | assure her. “No, | just drink blood.”

“That’ sgood,” she says. “Because, you know, theyact dl peace and love, but redly they’ re kind of
pushy. Mrs. Thompson's son Billy won't even eetmeet anymore.”

“l can’t eat meat anymore,” | say. “Or corn on the cob, either, for that matter.”



“That' sdifferent,” she says. “Youcan't. Billy Thompsonwon't.” She pauses. “Y ou know what he calls
chicken soup?’

| shrug.

“*Corpsetea,’ " my mother says. “He made his own mother cry with that one. Honestly, | never knew
Buddhists could be so mean.”

It occursto methat it’s probably more a Billy Thompson thing than a Buddhist thing, and | dmost say
S0, but then don’t. Because, redly, it' snot a Billyor aBuddhist thing; it' sa
not-talking-about-me-being-a-vampire thing. That' swhat’ sgoing on. It sal about not talking about
wherethe blood | drink comesfrom, or what | do with the empties.

“Mom?’ | say.

“Yes, der?”’

“Do you miss Dad?’

The look on her face isthe look of someone who didn’t know vampires could be so mean. Not thet |
mean to be.

“What kind of aquegtion isthat ?’

“Ofcourse | missyour father.”

“It wasn'tmewho didn’t cry a hisfunerd, Marty.”

Now it’smy turn to be surprised by the meanness of others.

“He was yourfather. Even Billy Thompson cried athisfather’ sfunera.”

Billy Thompson again. I'm redlly getting to hate that name. And something tellsme—alittle bird, alittle
bat, maybe—I’ |l be craving Eastern cuisine in the not-too-distant future.

Meanness was not the reason | mentioned my father, by the way. Death was. Death, and dying, andnot
-dying. Because when | came back from Europe and all that death—and dl that relived grief—I came
back with aplan. And the plan was good. The plan was symmetrical. The plan was so good, and so
symmetricd, failure was not an option. My mother had given me my mortd life, and now it was my turn
to repay her with immortality. She wouldn't haveto die like my dad did, and | wouldn't have to watch
her die. She couldbe and | couldbe, and we could talk on the phone when ether one of us got
lonely—about nothing, or the weather—and we could live forever knowing that the other would dways
be there.



That was the plan.

| just mentioned my dad asaway to work up toit. After al, you don’'t just plunk immortality downin
front of somebody. You ease up toit.

“What do you mean, no?’ | say, staring at thiswoman to whom I’ ve just offered life everlagting.

“It's sweet of you to think of me, dear,” she says. But then she scrunches up her face like she' s bitten
into something awful. She shakes her head. “No. | don't think so.”

Let metrandate. Let me paint you apicture. Here | am, sitting in our old dining room, sitting in front of a
cold Delmonico stesk, my earspracticaly il ringing from World War 11, my brain till spinning from
being avampire mysdf, and here my own mother is, saying Thanks, but no thanks. To immortdity. No.
Death isfine. Death will do. Given the choice between dying or hanging around with me, her son, forever,
ghe' s pickingdesth.

It was the choice between the lady and thetiger. | was the lady, and my mom was going with thetiger.
And | don't mind telling you, | felt alittleinsulted. It waslike my own mom wastelling me she'd rather
commit suicide than be around me.

“Why thefuck not?’ | shout.

And my mom?My mom’s<till my mom, and I’ ve dready gotten away with onein-vain usage of the
Lord’ s name this evening. She probably figured | was owed afreebie, what with the war and all, but
honestly, there’ sredly no call for using the F-word under her roof.

“Language, Martin!” she snaps, dapping me across the face and catching me with her nails. | can fed the
blood coming, and then | can seeit, along spurt hitting the Sunday tablecloth she' slaid out for the
occasion of my return. We both watch asthe red bull’ s-eye grows. And when she looks up—to
gpologize, maybe—it' sjust intime to see thelast nail swipe on my cheek close like atiny mouth keeping
its secrets mum.

And that, more than the pointy teeth, the onyx eyes, the cemetery skin,that isthe clincher. Her little
Marty has come home from the war avampire. Ared one. A dishonest-to-Godbloodsucker.

God?

| can amost seethe light go on. She jerks her head toward one of the many pictures of Jesuswe have
hanging around the house, one of the flaming-heart ones. Shejerks alook back at me, panicked.

“Ohmy God,” shesays. “Should|...?’

She' saready out of her chair, turning it over in her rush. She saready got her napkin stretched
overhead, preparing to drape the picture, not at all prepared to watch her son go up in flames.

“Mom,” | cdl after her. “Mom, it's okay. They got that part wrong, too.”
She stops. She stops and just stands there, the napkin held over her head between her clenched hands,

like awhite flag of surrender. She doesn'’t turn. She doesn't lower the ngpkin. She barely moves. Just her
shoulders, going dightly up, going dightly down, again and again.



I’'mtoo old to liveforever.”

That's her firgt crack at giving me areason for abandoning me.

“I can't...” Shewaves her hands over the word she' sleft out, which is“kill.”

| tell her she can, that it’ sal about picking the right—Killable—people. | tdl her about the Nazis|’ve
killed. I tell her there sawholeworld full of people you can fed good abouit killing. Rapists. Murderers.
Child molesters. Wife beaters. It' s practically the Lord’ swork. All strictly eye-for-an-eye stuff.

She shakes her head. “Marty,” she says. She pushestwo fingersinto her mouth, one on either side of
her smile. And when she pullsthem out, her smile comes dong with them. “ The otha vampithers will
make thun uv me,” shelisps.

| tell her about what they don’t show you in the movies—how it takes severd nightsfor your fangsto
comein. | tell her how they push the old ones out aong the way, and how painful that can be. “Y ou’'ve
just got ahead start, that’sal,” | assure her.

And gtill she shakes her head. “Marty,” she says, tearsin her eyes. “Don’t make me choose.”

“Y ou don't have tochew anything,” | say. “Y ou puncture and suck.”

“O-0-S,"she pélls. “Choose. Asin ‘choice’” Don't make mechoose. ”

“Choosewhat?’ | ask, but then | know.

Shedill believes.

Me, I’'m in between things at the moment, re the whole God and religion thing. But she il believes, and
not dying means not seeing my dad again. My gift—the thing I’ ve brought her dl the way from
Europe—my gift isthe gift ofnot going to heaven. My gift isthe gift of forcing her to choose between her
husband and her son.

| cover my face with my hands. | try to imagine loving anyone that much. | try to imagine anyone
lovingme that much.

| can't, so | stop pushing. | decide to wait for her to change her mind.

She doesn't.

Didn't.

That time fedslike a PBS nature documentary to me now, the days compressed into seconds, time itsalf
crumpling my poor mother in itsfist. She bent, and then she drooped, and then she wilted. She became a



miser of space, spending lessand less of it on hersdlf. And then the air just went out of her, asher skin
pulled itsdf in, clinging more fiercely to her bones. Her hair began fdling away, one whitefeather at a
time

Shegot old; that’ s all shewas doing. It was the project she wasworking on, the fate she' d decided. She
had help, of course. She had her friends, al dying right aong with her. It wasjust me. | wasthelone
holdout; | wasthe only one playing hooky from his mortality.

On her deathbed, my mother forgave me, and | wish | could say vice versa, but it damaged me,
watching my mother diefor thelove of my father.

| didn’t date much after my mother died.Couldn’t. Couldn’t realybdieveinit. Oh sure, | arranged to
have sex when the need arose, but dating? Putting mysdlf out there in hopes of findingtrue love ? Sorry,
but the bar had been set pretty high.

Oh, | tried. | tried dating Lizzy, the pope' ssigter; | tried dating afew of my other benevolent vamplings.
But it dwaysturned out the same. | resented their inability to die for melike my mother had died for my
father. Without death, without grief, it was all just o much fucking around.

And s0 | did—I fucked around, until fucking around became boring. | fucked around until driving too
fast intherain seemed like agood idea.

20
Night Person Seeks Same

Ibegin my search for Isuzu’ s new mom by returning to an old haunt from my benevolent days—adtrip
club afew blocksfrom the Detroit River, caled Teezers. I'm not redly expecting to find maternal
material here; I'm not expecting to find truelove. lam hoping to find afamiliar face, however. | need to
talk. | need to get used to talking to adult women about adult thingsagain. And | don’t mind paying for
the privilege. Here, conversation is just another thing that gets sold, and asthe buyer of said conversation,
the pressure on meisblessedly low. Aslong as|’ve got the cash, the only other thing | need isapulse.

Asluck would haveit, what | find isafamiliar back.

| don't actualy know what her nameis. | cal her Tombstone. | call her that because of this outrageous
tattoo she' sgot on her back, just above her butt, a pair of blue-green praying hands. In Gothic script,
arching above, it says, “In Memory of,” and undernesth—I guess—the name of whoever itisshe's
ruined her otherwise perfect skinfor. | wasn't ableto read it when | first met her; the G-string got in the

way.

| remember walking in that night, athousand years ago. Thiswas before the flip, when | was till
spreading the seeds of vampirism one neck a atime. A song was playing when | entered. Tori Amos.
Something powerful, and empowering, and vaguely accusatory.

| freeze right there in the doorway, handing the coat check girl my five-dollar cover, letting the bouncer
point my shoulders toward one of the few empty seats at the bar. It' sthe music that stops me. You don’t
hear alot of Tori Amosin strip clubsfor pretty much the same reason you don’t hearFiddler on the Roof
at neo-Nazi ralies. The bouncer gives my shoulders a shove to unstick me. And it works, for astep or



two, but then | look up and fal into something like love.

The Tori fan ongtage is dancing toplessin asmoky yellow spat, five nothing minusthe high hed's, which
are black and thered kind with spikes—not the cheater wedges alot of the dancers use. She hassmall,
tear-shaped breasts, upturned nipples, agorgeous flat somach, and amischievous grin just thisside of a
amirk. Her hair’ s straight and midnight black and so long she wearsit like avest, flashing the customers
now and then, like afan dancer from ahundred smpler years ago.

| take my seet, order acoffee over my shoulder without turning, my vampire eyeslocked on the girl
ongtage, clocking her every move, letting the bright light reflecting off her white, white skin pour into me
through my al-pupil eyes. She glows. She seemsto, at least, like most things do to my vampire eyes. But
there' s something else. My vampire heart tells me this one' s specid. Brighter than therest. Different.
Worthy.

It dways started like that.

Thefdlinginlove. Thetargeting. Thedeciding: Yes. Okay. Yes.

And then sheturns and my heart sinks. Ink. Blue-green taitoo ink on that perfect white skin.

Shit.

| hate tattoos. | hate what they symbolize, the “till death” audacity of them, asif people who can't even
gick to the “onelife, one marriage” plan can be trusted to choose that special something that warrants
being branded into their flesh. What image, what phrase, couldpossibly westher the eventual weathering
of the skin, and taste, and everything else that seems s0 eternd and immutable when
you' re—what—twenty-two, twenty-three, tops? Back then, | used to imagine every tattoo I’ d see, Sixty,
seventy yearsinto the future, wrinkled, illegible, being wheded down the hdl of some nursing home, the
Smart-ass attendant smirking al the way.

“Okay, Mr. Born-to-Lose, time to empty your colostomy bag.”

It swhen | seethat tattoo that the falling in love stops. The targeting looks for new coordinates. The
deciding decides: No.

| swing around and look at my own face in the mirror behind the bar. Over my head, | can see my
tattooed lady just hanging there, incandescent, like abright idea.

Looking for some other distraction, | dide afew quarters from my change across the bar and drop them
into atriviagame gtting next to me. | warm my hands on the cup of coffee so my answverswill register
when | touch the video screen, there and there.

Wheat planet is named for the goddess of love?

Who wroteTo Kill aMockingbird?

The questions are no-brainers and | win speed points, not to mention extrano-brainer questions. I'm
well on my way to becoming the top scorer in generd triviawhen, suddenly, the No sits down next to

me, and | forget dl about what | will or won't let into the future I’ m building, one neck at atime.

“Hi,” she says, sticking out her casudly warm and mortal hand. “ Pink Floyd.”



“Excuse me?’ | say, squeezing the coffee cup hard before diding my hand into hers. We shake. Let go.

“Who recordedDark Side of the Moon ?” she says, pointing at the video screen, and then reaching past
meto hit the answer button. A flurry of numbers scrolls up; congratulatory music chimes. “Woo-hoo,”
she says, pumping her am into the air, pulling an imaginary train whistle with ironic enthusiasm.

“I knew that,” | say, both becauseit' strue and because | don't want to seem like the kind of old fart
who'd missaquestion like that. Thiswas back when | worried about matching the age of my face out in
public.

My “I knew that” getsan “uh-huh” look in return, heavy on the skepticism and mascara. Trying to
strengthen my case, | resort to the ways-effective strategy of repeating myself.

“Idid,”  ing<.

“Whatever,” the No says, exhding an“I’m bored” plume of smoke.

“So,” | say, trying to regroup. “ Tori Amos?’

The No just smiles, taps her cigarette ash into an ashtray, blows aneedle of smoke with surgical
precision just past my face. She cracks her neck to the right, the left, and then draws her gaze level with
my midnight eyes.

“S0?’ the Maybe says.

“Interesting choice.”

“Yeah. Wdll. You know.” She shoots a snake of smoke from the corner of her smirk. “I tried being
boring once.” Studied pause; another squirt of smoke. “ Sucks.”

“Yeah. Well. You know,” | say, smiling asmile nearly as evil asthe one on my companion’ sface. “Lots
of thingsdo,” | add, becauseit’ strue and getting truer, one Yes at atime.

When she wakes the following night, she won't remember how she got home. She won't remember who
undressed her, tucked her in, did to her gpartment what’ s been done to her apartment. Shewon'’t
remember brushing my thigh with her cigarette-free hand, or inviting meto the VIP room for alap dance.
Shewon't remember dithering out of her terry cloth one-piece, or my suggestion that her tattoo makes
her look like a dancing tombstone. She won't remember laughing nervoudy, or my indstencethat a
dancing tombston€e' s not abad thing, not abad thing at dll.

She won't even remember why her neck is so sore.
She’ sbeen too busy, deeping the deep of the dead.

It'snot until she reaches behind to massage aknot in her neck that she finds my souvenir—two little
holes, suckling at the yellowed skin of her fingertipslike tiny mouths.

“What the...,” | imagine her saying—it’' swhat they always said—before opening her eyes and then



shutting them again, just as suddenly, shocked by the flashbulb intensity of everything. She sumblesto the
dresser, shidds her eyeswith ahand cupping her forehead, opens one experimentally. The eyelooking
back from the mirror isn't hers. It’'s her face, yes, un-made-up, bleached out, overexposed, but the
eye...It'sal black, asif it's been swallowed by its own pupil. She opens the other one. Same story.

“What the...,” she beginsto say again, but stops. There'sared blur in the middle of her face. In the
middle of the reflection of her face. She steps back. There swriting on the mirror in lipstick.Her lipstick.

“Welcome,” it says.

“Hang up the phone,” it says. Sheturns and finds the receiver lying on the nightstand blegting plaintively.
Nexttoit areapair of sunglasses, an empty tube from aroll of duminum fail, and apint-sized liquor
bottle filled with something red, bearing a Post-it note that reads: “Drink me.”

She puts on the sunglasses, hangs up the phone, and looks about her apartment. All the windows have
been blocked out with aluminum foil, even the blurry onesin the bathroom. Her purse has been spilled
out and gone through; her money—all the sad ones and twenties from last night—is scattered about like
so many dead leaves. Drawers have been opened and doppily closed. Thelight inthekitchenison. The
cabinets and refrigerator are open, and empty. She looks back at the* Drink me” bottle, uncapsit, smels
itsrusty-smelling insides, puts the cap back on.

And then the phonerings.

“Seepwel?’ | ask.

“Whoisthis?’

“Did you drink me?’ | ask.

“Whoisthis?’

“Open the door,” | say.

“Not until you tel mewho you are”

“Openthedoor,” | repest, twisting the knob | didn’t bother to lock the night before.

“Who...”

“Your future,” | say, stepping insde and flipping my cell phone closed.

Her hair’ s cut short now, and her taste in music has grown to include Eminem, but her face hasn't
changed and the praying hands on her back still hold the memory of whomever. | never bothered to ask.
Anoversght | now regret, but only dightly, seeing asit gives me an excuse for sarting up where we |eft
off.

“Hey, Tombstone,” | say, waving casualy asif it’sbeen amatter of days since we ve last seen each
other, as opposed to decades.



“JesusH. Chrigt!” T cdlsout, shielding her crow eyes from the glare of the stage. “Marty? Isthat you?’
| nod.
“Jesus,” sherepeats. “It's been ashit-asslong time, yaol’ bloodsucker you.”

“That it has, that it has,” | say, chatting my last piece of chit before getting down to business. “ So,
anyway,” | begin, “about that tattoo.”

“Youlikeit?
“Hateit,” | admit. “Always have. | dmost let the worms get you, it turned me off so bad.”
T pulls an exaggerated pout. “ Over alittle ink? Jeez, Marty. Way to cheer agirl up.”

| love theway she keeps saying my name. | was hoping I"d find someone who' d remember me, and
wasn't surewhat I’d doif | didn’t. She keeps on talking.

“’Coursg, if it wasn’t you, some other sucker would' ve come aong to do the job,” she says. “Know
how | know?’

“How?’

“’Causel’mahot patootie,” she says, smiling the same smart-ass smile that made mefal in love with
her dl those years ago. “ A hot patootie, and cute to boot.”

Confidenceand sarcasm—I lovethat in astripper. | also love theway shetalks, her like-l-give-a-shit
use of out-of-date dang. It' slike she’ sgoing back in time, just for me. | nod my head and point at it.
“Thisisme” | say, “rogering that.”

“So, what brings you back to our fair establishment after forever?’

| look point-blank into the black holes of her eyes. 1 believe the French word is,” | say, pausing for
effect,“toi.”

T snortsout alaugh. “Yeah, right.” She points at the black marbles | gave her for her rebirthday. “ This
ismoi,” shesays, “rolling my eyes.”

| tell her | love her laugh, and she does it some more.

“Marty, Marty, Marty,” she says, patting her cold hand against my cold arm, once for each “Marty.”
She stops with the last one and leavesit there.

| place my own hand on top of hers, look in her eyes again, and findly ask who's memory she’ sgot
immortalized back there.

T pulls her hand out from under mine. She mimesacigarette drag. “Mom,” she says, blowing out a
plume of imaginary smoke. “Throat cancer,” she answers before| even get a chance to ask.

“Dad,” | say, touching my heart. “Lungs.”



“You couldn’t...?’

“Toolate”

“Metoo.”

“I'm sorry,” we say, over each other, and then freeze. We d been shouting before, just to be heard over
the background music. But it’ s the Silence between songsinto which we shout our mutua sympathy,
followed by every glassy black eyein the place, turning to stare at us.

“Ihate when that happens,” | say, once the music resumes. T shrugs.

She spsher blood. | sip mine.

“So,” | findly say. “How old were you?’

“When shedied,” T asks, “or when | got the tattoo?’

“Both.”

“Thirteen,” she says, “and then Sixteen.”

| look at T’ s hands, both of which are on the table. Thefingers of one crossthe fingers of the other, asif
the hands on her back have been taken apart and put back together wrong. She taps the bottom one
very nearly intimeto the music that’ s playing.

| wait for the silence between songs. “Y ou wannatalk about it?” | ask, barely more than awhisper.

T points at her heed, |etting it drop heavily to her chest. Letting it struggle back up. Letting it fix just
opposite me, whiteless eyeto whiteless eye.

“Thisisme,” she says, “rogering that.”

Here€' s something you may not appreciate: theteller at your bank wasn't dways atdler. Teling—or
whatever it’'s called—was not her caling. Making change was not what her growing up was about.
Banking was not the thing that filled her heart and made it beat. Thingsjust happened dong theway, like
the setup of ajoke, and telling just turned out to be the punch line.

The same goesfor your car dedler. The gas station guy. The factory worker. And all the other nameless,
facel ess people we use to do our business.

Like strippers, for instance.

It seems the woman | vamped al those years ago wasn't aways a dancer. What Tombstone was, inthe
“dways’ department, was the daughter of a“for red” circus clown, one who didn’t plan on being a
clown any more than her daughter planned on dancing along the edge of the Detroit River a aplace
caled Teezers. Inthe“dways’ department, Tombstone’smom wasa TV wegatherperson who never
was.



“A lovefor the performing arts,” T says, tapping her imaginary cigarette into an imaginary ashtray.
“That’ swhat | got from my mom.”

Her mom’ s professional name was Rags, and she dressed in, well, her namesake. Her husband died
shortly before T was born, and so it was Rags sjob to put food on the table, which she did by dragging
her only child from small town to smdl town, following the warm westher. It was a Strange existence, but
it worked—more or less—until T turned thirteen and Rags the Clown was diagnosed with throat cancer.

“When she died,” Tombstone says, “they buried her with full circushonors.” She saysthislikeit's
supposed to mean something to me.

“Meaning?’ | say.
T doesn't answer at first, instead making apair of fists a the memory.

“They cut holesin her coffin,” she says, and then notices what her hands are doing. “For her clown
shoes,” she says, punctuating the statement with both fists, pretending she’ s made them for this
illustration. “To pokethrough,” she adds, before asking if | can imagine being thirteen and seeing my
mother’ s dead feet humiliated for al eternity.

All I canthink of isthat magic trick—the one where the woman getslocked in abox and then sawed in
half. Did her mother’ sfeet look like that to the little girl who grew up to be ateezer? Did her heart break
at even the thought of magic like mine did whenever | heard Christmas carols?

The palbearers and dl the other clowns got dressed up in their full circusregdia But they wouldn’t cry,
not agoddam one of ' em, because they were afraid of smearing their makeup. Instead, they wore trick
daises, sending out arcs of dapstick grief whenever they squeezed the bulbs hidden in their too-wide,

garish lgpels.
“Like my mom'sdying was such aknee-dapper,” T says, her hands making fists again.

Tombstone was the only one around the grave wearing normal funera clothes. She wasthe only one
without patches, or suspenders, or some oversized something that honked. She didn’t care. Shewasglad
to stand out. She wasn't there to mourn the clown her mother had been. She was there to mourn the
woman with aface so constellated with acne scarsit stopped her from living her dream of doing the TV
wesgther. Sitting in their trailer at dinnertime, T and her mom would watch the news together, each egting
aTV dinner from her own TV tray, the TV itsdlf turned down, so her mom could supply the weather
report in her perky, “everything’s okay” voice. Some evenings, the talk was al about the chances of rain.
Others dedt with barometric pressure and fronts of various kinds. But the evenings T loved most were
likelittle science lessons, detailing the difference between thermometer cold and the cold of exposed
kin.

T looks at me now, aprofessiona exposer of skin.

“She could have been happy,” she says, having dready made the connection I’ m just making now, “if
only she had better...skin.”

And it sthe way she dwells on the word * skin"—the way she keeps on repeating it—that helps me see
how thelittle girl in my head became the stripper ditting in front of me. Thiswas the daughter of awoman
who had to hide her dream and her skin behind greasepaint. Thiswas adaughter who'd be damned if
she'd fallow in her mother’ s oversized footsteps. No. She hated the thought of hiding behind anything.



She hated theidea of playing thefool. If fools had to be involved, it'd be her audience, not her. She'd be
the onein control. There' d be no laughing at her expense. And you could bet there d be no clownsin her
future. Not after this. Not after all thiswas done.

“Ever notice how before, the kids dways cried when the clowns showed up?’ T asks. | nod.

“The clowns were supposed to befor the kids, right? That' s what the parents used to think. But every
kid | ever saw at any show my mom ever did, their first reaction wasto cry. And who can blame’em?
The place dready smdllslike shit, and then here comes this dead white face and this huge, bloody red
mouth, making loud noises and big crazy gesturesand...”

T pauses. “Y ou wanna know a secret about clowns?’
| nod.

“They knew they scared kidsand they did it anyway.” T says she knowsthisfor afact, having heard her
mother’ s coworkerstaking after hours. “They’ d scorethe little bastards in decibels, getting ared kick
out of the way the parents sweated, struggling with some squirming, panicky kid.” She pausesto
compose acap for her fedings, and comes up with this:

“Never underestimate the bitterness of clowns.”

It was her own bitterness toward the motley professon—and her secret knowledge of her mom’strue
dream—that made Tombstone smilefor thefirst and only time during the funerd. They were dl standing
around the grave site. The made-up pallbearers wearing their coats of many colors had set the coffin atop
the canvas straps of the bier, ready to lower it when the time came. Even the priest had been coaxed into
wearing arubber nose. Out of everyone there—the sword and fire swalowers, the freaks, geeks, and
barkers, the clowns, tamers, and acrobats—the priest wasthe only one T didn’t hate. The priest was
bending the rules, sacrificing his self-respect to lighten the burden for the deceased’ sloved ones. He
didn’t know that if T had her way, there wouldn’t be asmudge of greasepaint or even lipstick within ten
miles of the place.

“Naked,” she says.
“It would have been better if we dl stood there naked,” she repests, Sitting across from me, at least

partialy there. “ Funeras should be about letting go, letting out, not hiding behind abunch of fake faces
and folderal.”

And that’ swhy she smiled.

Standing next to her mother’ s coffin, mourning, listening to the priest, and the occasiona horn honk of
clown grief, T noticed the shadow of a cloud pass over her own normal-sized shoes. Shelooked up at
the dark, rain-heavy thing, imagining that her wishing had made it so, had brought it into existence, and
there, right over dl those painted heads. And since it washer storm cloud, T closed her eyes, wishing it
into doing what it was meant to do.

When the first drop splashed, big and heavy on her un-made-up cheek, T smiled and opened her eyes.

“Y ou should have seen’em.” T amiles now, sill remembering. Still remembering the clownsturtling their



headsinsde their motley pgamas; the others shielding their makeup with Mickey Mouse hands, or
popping open their too-tiny umbrelas.

They’ d been holding balloons. Balloons, instead of flowers. Instead of handkerchiefs. Or candles. Or

anything €lse more appropriate. And when the rain came and the clowns panicked, they let go of their

balloons, trying to protect their hidden selves from the judgment of heaven. Tombstone watched asthe
balloons rose, struggling upward againgt the rain, the drops drumming on their tight skins, making them
best, like wild hearts.

Good.

That’swhat T thought, watching the rain wipe the smiles off adozen faces, watching dl thosefake grins
runinto al those big collars.

For you, Mom.

That' swhat that little girl thought—all donethen, dl done till—her clothes growing heavy with rain, her
normal-szed shoes dready squishy with the stuff. Sheimagined her mother and father both, smiling up
there, where the rain came from, holding hands again. The father she knew only from pictureswould be
looking down at how his daughter had grown. And her mom’ s skin would be clear, finaly, and perfect
enough for TV.

Except for that one time, tracking thefirst of Clarissa skillers, | haven't been in one of these placessince
Isuzu cameinto my life. The thought of missng even aminute of her growing up, Saring & some

Stranger’ stits—no. But then Ebola struck the Kowal ski household. And suddenly, an additional pair of
mammary glands seemed like agood idea. And so I’m back. I’'m back, and doing the falling-in-love thing
al over again.

But I'll tell you thisright now:

| don’t know if | believe Tombstone.

| don’'t know if | believe the pink tear she'sjust shed.

People who don’t come to these sorts of places probably think these sorts of places are al about lap
dances, hard-ons, and stuffing money down G-strings. And thoseare abig part of it, but not the only part.
There sthe taking, too. The storytelling. The customers making up better jobs and livesto impressthe

dancers, the dancers making up traumasto pry afew more billsfree. T could befull of grief, or full of
shit—I don’'t honestly know.

| don’'t honestly care, ether.

| love them both. All of asudden. And just likethat. | lovethelittle girl, defiantly mourning her mother
the clown. And | love the conniving stripper who could make up agtory likethat. | even love that
once-scary tattoo, now that Imight know what it’s al abouit.

And so | keep trying not to put my foot in my mouth. I go clever. Cute. Charming. | make connections
that demondgtrate | have abrain, and am not like the other defectives she' s probably used to.



Tombstone smilesat me. “I liketheway you...,” she begins. Shetipsthe rim of her glassagaing therim
of mine, making themring.”...tink.”

Something tells me she' s used this joke before—perhaps as a barometer to judge the quick-wittedness
of her customers. Not wanting to disgppoint, | chimein with, “Tank you,” and am rewarded with another
amile

By this point in the evening, we' ve aready told our big stories. For T, it was her mom'’ sfunera; for me,
the war, my vamping, my zigzaggy stumble toward benevolence. We ve talked about our jobs, music,
movies, what we remember about the last sunset we ever saw.

“I was standing out back of this place, by the Dumpster, smoking ajoint between sets,” T says,
remembering. “ The sun was going down at the end of the dley, lighting up al the puddles between it and
me. The sky was lavender, and the tall grass growing aong the fence began sparking with al these neon
greenfireflies...”

“I just remember hoping I’ d get to seeit comeup again,” | say. “I’min France and thereé sawar going
on. And I’m having one of those days where death seemsto be scratching closer and closer. | keep
getting hit by the side effects—dirt and pebbles from a grenade going off, splinters from an exploding
tree, apray of blood from the guy | wasjust talking to. Asit’s going down, something between the sun
and meison fire, striping the sky with black ribbons of smoke...”

“I like mine better,” T says.

“Ditto.”

We pause and my eyes wander, settling finaly on areflection of Tombstone' sback over her left
shoulder. As|’ve explained before, the myth about mirrors and vampiresisn't true, and you don't need
much more proof than this place. There are mirrors everywhere, multiplying your viewing options, letting
the shy guy stare without seeming to, letting the dancer enthralled with the triviayou’ re spouting check
her makeup, scope out her next prospect, wink at agirlfriend onstage. Looking at the praying hands on
T’ sback inthe mirror behind her, | recal my favorite bit of recently learned trivia—the female praying
mantis s habit of decapitating its mate during sex.

| sharethisinformation with the tattooed lady Sitting next to me, and she says.

“Pretty dick, Sick.”

“Excuse me?’

She checks her watch. “That’ s your second serious play to get meinto bed in lessthan ahalf hour.”

| blink. I reslly hadn’t thought about the seductive potentia of insect husbandry, but now that T mentions
it...yeah, okay.

Pretty dick, Slick, I think, trying not to smile. Insteed:
“I'm flummoxed,” | say. “I'm flabbergasted. I'm...”

“...busted,” T says, letting out another plume of imaginary smoke.



She takes my hand and pat-patsit, as| begin bracing mysef for the Explanation re policies—officid,
persond—regarding the dating of customers. Or perhaps she'll introduce a convenient boyfriend
or—who knows?—girlfriend, maybe. Women have so many ways of telling aguy no without driving a
stake through his ego. Being aguy, of course, I’ ve heard them al—with the possible exception of what T
says next.

“S0,” she says, blowing an invisible snake of smoke from the corner of her mouth.
Thisisit, | think—the blowoff. Foreshadowed by actua blowing. Nice touch.

“Thisbed of yours,” she goes on, sticking to the subject she' sintroduced like afly to flypaper, “it’ s not
like some old-school coffin, isit?’

“No..."
“And your shower gets plenty of hot water, right?’
| nod—perhaps abit too eagerly. T’ s nice enough not to notice.

“Okie-dokie,” she says, stubbing out her invisible cigarette. “1 get off at two.” Pause. “ From work, that
iS” Aneven sexier pause. “We' |l haveto see about that other thing.” She crosses fingers on both hands,
mouthing the word “hope,” comicaly, and twice. “Pick me up?’

“It seems| dready have.”

“I mean later,” she says, sneaking aquick peck at my cheek. “Right now, though, | gotta skedaddle.”
She does a surveillance-camera pan of the room. “Got me some youngunsto entertain.”

“I...,” | begin, but she' sdready disgppeared into munchkin land along with my heart, my head, my al.

In case you' ve ever wondered if it's possible to find, rent, and furnish an gpartment in less than six hours,
the answer isyes. The complete answer is. “Y es, provided money’ sno object.” And you know, when
you haven't been laid in severd decades, it’s surprising how much discretionary cash you can suddenly
scare up—even after accounting for that pet mortal you' ve been raising in your sparetime.

Spesking of which...

“Arewemoving?’ 1suzu asks, watching as | dart about the apartment, filling a garbage bag with books
and assorted idiosyncratic knickknacks—" Or are you like Santa Claus s evil twin?’

“Um,” | gtal. How am | supposed to explain what I'm doing, what I’ ve got planned?

Wedl—I imagine mysdlf saying—there comesatimein thelife of every boy vampire when he meets
someone specid. But he doesn’t want hisnewsomeone specia to know about his other someone special
(at least not yet) because, God knows, carnage could ensue—and that would not be agood thing. The
boy vampire wantsto get to know the new person better, and then he can introduce the Big Picture when
the time seemsright. Ifit ssemsright, which—crossfingers, hope, hope—it might. And that’ swhen the
first someone specid gets her own someone specia to talk to about specia femde stuff, like Ebola



Yeah, | could go that route. Or:

“| sold some stuff on eBay,” | say, trying out the lie. “The FedEx guy iswaiting.” | pick up my pace,
grabbing knicks, stuffing knacks. “ Gotta skedaddle.”

“ *Skedaddle’ 7’ 1suzu says, cocking an eyebrow. “ Since when do you use words like * skedaddle’ 7’
Sinceit started looking like | might get laid. Do you mind?

“It'sjustaword,” | say. “ Somebody used it a work. Thought I'd try it out, seeif | could get arise out
of you.” Pause. “ Seemsto have worked.”

“Uh-huh.” Dubiousness, thy nameis|suzu.

“Oh,” like an afterthought, like this happensall thetime, “I probably won’t be home tonight.”
Isuzu blinks. Shakes her teenage head. “What?’

“There sthisproject at work. It' slooking like an dl-nighter.”

“What are you gonnado, deep in your cube dl day?’

“I can,” | say. “Might haveto.”

“What kind of—,” she begins, but | cut her off.

“Gottago,” | say. “FedEx beckons.”

“Yeah, | know,” Isuzu says. “You gotta... skedaddle” ” Shewaits until | amost close the door before
asking, “ Doesthisdl-nighter have aname?’

Which reminds me—I redlly need to find out what to call T other than Tombstone.

“Trugt,” | say back. “Family isdl abouttrust,” | add, avoiding Isuzu’ s not terribly trusting eyes. “ So,
we' re good here, right?’

| don't wait for an answer before pulling the door closed. Theway | figureit, it’smy pet food, my rent,
my rules. If shedoes't likeit, she can...Wdll, no, actudly, shecan't.

Kind of sweet theway that works out, | think, smiling al the way to the car.

21
The Sex Part

I’ve been running the car heater al evening. | point this out because modesty demands | ascribe T's next
comment to athermogtatically enhanced libido.

“| wanted to jump your bonesthe first timewe met,” she says, the second | close the door, seding in our



privacy with a solid Europeanthunk. “ Even before, you know, the gift that kegps on giving?’ Her voice
risesat theend, like ateenage girl whose life sentenceis still aquestion, whose life, in generd, isdl about
anticipation.

Not that I'm oneto judge. After dl, I'm the one who' stoo damaged to date.I’ m the one who hasn't
been laid in decades. And I’'m the one who' s been driving around in acar with the hester blagting dl
night.

“I wanted to jump your bonestill they creaked like afrozen oak in awindstorm.”

T amiles.

“Of course, the priorities were different then,” | say, changing subjects, playing hard to get. “1 wasin the
avant-gardein awar of attrition and—"

“Blah, blah, blah,” T says, cutting through the words, and years, and excuses. “Been there. Done that.”
She pauses, awoman whose body is till in its twenties, but whose mind has had decadesto perfect its
ideas about sexiness. “And now, sonny Jm,” she says, preparing to name me as beneficiary to al those
years of research, “it’sabout timeyou ...did...me”

Inadifferent time, in adifferent place, after hearing aline likethat, I’ dstill expect her smileto include
fangs. Not that that’ s abad thing. ..

“All ingoodtime,” | say, faking abrand of cool | don't really possess. “But before we get into al thét,
can you do me afavor?’

T reachesfor my zipper.

“Notthat,” | say, brushing her hand away.

“What, then?’

“Can you tdl meyour name?’

T flinches. Blinks.

It' sone of those“oh yeah” blinks. An“ohyeah” blink laced with alittle“ shit” and apinch of “fuck me.”
“Rose” she says. She placestheflat of her pam to her heart. Blinks again. “Rose Thorne.”

It'smy turnto blink. “Not yourstage name,” | say. “Your real one.”

“Thatismy red name,” Rose says, folding her arms over her chest and the rattling thought of us having
gotten thisfar without my knowing her name. | look at her profile, whichisal she sgiving meto look at,
as she stares straight out at the road ahead.

“Rose Thorne,” | say doud, just to try it out, to fed the shape of it in my mouth.

“Yep,” Rose says, cinching her armstighter. “ That’smy name,” she adds, il talking to the windshield.
“Don’'t wear it out.”



Inal honesty, | don’t think | could have picked a better name. It’ s perfect. It sums her up as neat as can
be. Beauty. Danger. Fangs. Blood red or ghost white. The al-purpose flower for weddings and funerds,
love and death, Eros and Thanatos. And alittle old-fashioned, too, like her way of talking.

| look at her, ditting there defiantly, making a show ofnot looking at me asthe colored streetlights wash
over her face and crossed arms.

Prickly. Not to be messed with.
Rose Thorne.

I’ seven got her job in there, by way of Gypsy Rose Lee. That, and some loftier stuff, too. Like “rose,”
asinthe past tensefor “rise.” Likein resurrection. Apotheosis. Redemption.

“I'likeit,” | say. “It' svery...you.”

Rose smilesapredatory smilein the rearview mirror. “Wdl, ain't that ardlief,” she says, dill playing a
being angry for afew seconds longer, before unfolding her armslike the petds of her namesake. She
scooches around in her segt to face me. “The namewas my dad’ sidea,” she says. “Mom saysif he
would' ve lived, there d' ve been no way, but then the prick up and diesjust before | get born.” Pause.
“Funny the things grief can make you do.”

“Grief,” | say, “or maybelove”
“Wadll, duh,” Rose says. “Thelove part’ s understood. | mean, if there’ sno love, there sno grief, right?’

Perhapsit’ sthe heat. Perhapsit’s our mutua horniness. Perhapsit’ s the fact that neither of usplanson
dying or being grieved. Ever. Whatever the reason, Rose' s last comment strikes us both as suddenly
amost unbdievably funny. The laughing starts with a giggled fuse and then explodesinto howlsand
barks. | pull off to the Side of the road and park to avoid killing us both. Rose wipes her eyes; | can fed
every ribin my rib cage. The laughter subsides, but then sputters back to life. If we could, we' d be
peeing our pants. Our chests heave with it. We begin to wheeze.

And then...

And then we're just kissing. Kissing to stop each other from laughing. And then kissing just to be kissing.
Vampire tongues are porous, spongedike. Touch afinger to avampire tongue and you can fed it sucking
at the soft pad of skin like ahundred tiny mouths. And when avampire kisses another vampire and their
tongues get involved, it'slike pressing Ve cro together. Y ou connect. Y ou become like Samesetwins,
joined by this one vigorous muscle pulling, pushing, needing, and being needed, so completely, so
perfectly and purely, you never want it to stop.

Wedo. Eventually. Of course.
Stop, that is.
Haveto. What with the car parked and the engine running to keep the heater going, the gas can last only

s0 long. So we stop. Detach. Decouple. Rip the Vel cro apart. | pull the car back onto the road leading
to my gpartment, the sequel.



We experience detours dong the way. Detours of our own making. And so we park, and kiss, and
thank God my car’ snot what you'd call agasguzzler.

And then we laugh—mightily, fearlesdy, immortaly—at theirony of our fluid-driven lives.

Did you just dry clean this place?’ Rose asks, covering her nose with the crook of her arm. What she
meansisthe sméll. It' sbeen building up ever since | I€ft to get her, and shoves back at uslikeapair of
invisible hands the second | open the door—the factory-fresh stink of brand-new everything.

“My blood warmer,” | say, fumbling for the pieces of agood lie. “ The thermostat goes nuts a couple of
nights ago and...boom!” | underline the“boom!” by making five-fingered starbursts out of both hands. “It
looked like Custer’ s Last Stand in here.” Pause. “ Just got done cleaning today.”

“Uh-huh,” Rose says, looking around the apartment at the other lie I’ m trying to sell—the one spelled
out in funky knickknacks on loan from myred place. Theilluson I’'m going for isthat someone has
actudly lived here for more than afew hours, the old things with persondity strategicaly arranged to
offset the glaring generic newness of everything else. That wasthe idea. But looking at the place now, all
| can think of isaransom note of awkwardly mixed type.

IKEA, IKEA, IKEA...

SS dagger from World War 1.

Sharper Image, Sharper Image, Sharper Image...

My BelaLugos podter.

“I see” Rose says, registering the old-new schizophrenial’ ve so carefully arranged. She pauses. Smiles.
Frowns. Smilesagain.

Findly: “Okay,” she says, accepting my explanation without redly buying it. And then shejust Sands
there, holding her purse with two hands—which is one more than grictly necessary. It sawaiting
gesture. A gesture of willful dissrmament. The next move is mine and she sletting me know with her
body that shewon't fend it off.

| should kiss her. | should take her lower lip in my teeth and bite. Oh, now she’ slooking around again.
Away from me. Allowing the opportunity for asnesk attack. Displaying the full, incredible length of her
white, white neck.

And 4till | hesitate. Why did it seem so much easier in the car?

“S0,” | say, clapping my hands over the word, artling her.

Roseturnsaround. “What?’ she says, the word heavy with expectation.

“Isthiscity grimy, or what?’

That'swhat | say. That'swhat I’ ve come up with.



“Excuse me?’ Rose says, giving methelook | deserve, given the obtuse nature of my invitation.

“Grimy,” | repeat. “Don’'t you fed, you know,dirty 7’ | mime washing my hands—a gesture that, looking
back, may have come across as just a bit too Peter Lorre-ish.

Rose sets her eyesto drill.

“Ligten,” she says, “if that’ s supposed to be some crack about my job.”
“No,” I ingst, shaking my head. “No, that'snot it. I...”

Thisisme. Drowning. Sowly.

“Yes?’Rose says.

“| wastrying to be clever,” | say, suddenly fascinated by the workmanship that’s gone into my shoes.
“Y ou know. Subtle?’

“Obtuse?’

“Okay,” | agree. “ Obtuse.”

“What were you being obtuse about?’

The trouble with being immorta isthe not-being-able-to-die part in Stuations like these.

“Nice shoes,” Rose says, looking at where I’m looking. She placestwo fingers under my chinand
pushes up. “Yes?’ sherepedats.

Andso| just blurt it out. “ The shower,” | say. “| was being obtuse about the conditions under which one
would fed compelled to...” And then | make the mistake of listening to mysdlf. “...take ashower,” |
whisper, running out of steam.

“Huh,” Rose says.

She chucks up my chin again, smiling one of those predatory smiles. And then sheturns. On one
hed—likeabdlerina Likemy luck, findly.

She guesses at the direction, and starts walking toward it.

Her purseisthefirg thing to hit the floor. Followed by the petds of her clothing, faling like autumn
leaves, shed like snakeskin. And then the hands come out, pressed together forever back there,
blue-green againg al that white, white skin.

Thisiswhere the sex part comesin. And if thiswereamovie from when | wasakid, thisiswherethe
camerawould loseinterest in the peopleit’ s been watching, going blurry just asthey’re angling in for that
first seriouskiss. Thisiswherethey’ d cut to the train, or awaterfall, or fireworks, leaving therest up to
us, donein the dark with our overheated imaginations.

| always hated it when the camera did that.



But | understand it now. Faced with the prospect of writing a detailed account of what happened next
between Rose and me, sorry, I'm afraid I'll have to pass. Some things just don’t sound right when you
write about them with an “1.” They come across as cregpy, or bragging, or both. Plus, if you don't know
how sex works by now, thisis no way to find out. And if you do, then you do, and there’ snot alot new |
cantdl you. So:

[Insert fireworks here]

22
32-B

Martin Joseph Kowalski,” 1suzu says the second | step through the door, looking like something the bat
dragged in. A day and part of another night have gone by sincel last crossed thisthreshold, during which
time I’ ve apparently become the child, while Isuzu has become the parent.

“Forget how the phone works?’ she asks, her armsfolded over her dmost chest. “Or did you maybe
misplace the address?’ she adds, tapping her foot, pissed, pissed, and—oh yeah—pissed.

Bitch.

I’ve raised a bitch.

And | wasn't even trying.

“Oh, hey, Marty,” | say, loosening my aready loosetie. “ Thanks for working al night to put—now what
was that again? oh yeah!—foodon the table.” | suddenly remember the likelihood of lipstick, and cinch
my tie back up. “And paying the rent, too! Likewow! You are, like, thebest, man...”

Isuzu glares. | glare back.

“You smdl like perfume,” she says.“ Chegp perfume.”

“Goto your room,” | snap.

“What?’

“You heard me. Quiz show’sover. Timefor bed.”

“But...”

“Skat,” | say.

“Don’t you mean ‘ skedaddl€’ 7’

“lzzy,” | say, crossing my own ams, “thisisn’'t adiscusson.Git.”

And she does. To my utter amazement, she gits. Sheturns on her hedl and somps off, damming the



bedroom door behind her.
And then everything gets quiet, and it’ sjust me.

Just me, feding hated, fedling evil for punishing my little pet human for my own indiscretion. Fedling evil
for staying out so long, having so much fun, not calling.

Feding evil, findly, forfeding evil and till having to smile about it.

When | hum—which | find mysdf doing—it’ san evil hum. A hum of pure wickedness. And when |
loosen my tie and my shirt fals open—thanks to the buttons that went missing last night—my first thought
isnot, I’m going to need to fix that, but, | need amirror. And thereit is, the bloodred gloss of pure evil
smudging my skin, bringing back the fed of Rose’s mouth, her bite, the click of her teeth meeting.
Standing there in the bathroom, looking a my evil faceinthe mirror, al | can think of isall the evil Rose
and | have yet to commit.

And ther€ sthat smile again, smiling away like one of those yellow buttons popular afew years
back—the ones with two dotsfor eyes, that Smple curve of amouth, and the two little triangles, for

fangs.

After aweek and ahaf of nearly nightly vigorousevil, | confess.

To lsuzu. Not Rose.

“I’ve met someone,” | announce. Thisisin responseto why it isthat after nearly eight years of wearing
the samething, I’ ve suddenly replaced everything in my closet.

“Wadll, duh,” shesays.

“That obvious, hun?’

Isuzu runs her nose across my shoulder and up my neck like abloodhound. “ Just alittle,” she says.
“I’m hoping you might get to meet her some night.”

Isuzu says she didn’t know they made suits of armor for girlsher size.

“She doesn’'t know about you yet,” | say. “I’m il feding her out.”

Isuzu rolls her eyes. “Don’t you mean ‘up’ 7’

Thank God vampires aren’t big on blushing without alittle thermostatic assstance.

“That wasuncaled for,” | say, even though the smilein my voice suggests otherwise.

“So, are you gonna, likemarry her or something?’

“Maybe” | say. “Likel sad, I'm gill exploring the Stuation.”



Moreeyerolling.
“I"'m doing this partly for you, you know.”

“Ohyeah?’ I1suzu smirks. “Which part? The one where you skip out on me every night of the week? Or
the screwing-some-bimbo part?’

Smart-ass. I’ ve raised a smart-ass without even trying.

| point at my hand. “Thisisme,” | say, “dapping the crap out of you for what just came out of your
mouth.”

Isuzu blinks. She knows 1’ d never hit her, but knows | threaten it only when she crossestheline.

“And she'snot abimbo,” | say. “You'd like her.” Pause. “I think it d be good, having awoman around
here for you to—"

“Jesus,” Isuzu says, spitting theword out like acherry pit. “Isthat what thisis about? Y ou’ re trying to
find meamom?’

“Isthat such abad idea?’
“I had amom,” shesays. “A couple of your pals cashed her in for the deposit.”

Whenever she' sredlly pissed, 1suzu startsreferring to vampiresin generd asmy “pas.” Linking meand
my “pals’ to her mother’ s death isas good asa“Fuck you.”

| point at my hand again. She says, “ Go ahead.”
She says, “Go ahead, and pray | don't bleed. | wouldn’t wanna be accused of being aclot tease.”

I’ve dready got one hand intheair. It'd beso easy. It'd be so deserved. Just adip and torque as palm
flat collides with cheeky cheek. Doing it’ s not aproblem. It’ sthe stopping I’ m not so sure abouit.

Andsol don't. “Truce” | say, raisng my other hand, holding both out there like twin stops Signs.

Isuzu startsto say something. Thinks about it. Stops. Reconsiders. Says:. “I think theselittle
heart-to-hearts are a good thing, don’t you?’

“I was just gonna say thiswent alot smoother than | expected.”

Pause. Timeto think. Me, about what I’ d do without 1suzu. 1suzu, what she' d do without me. When one
of us spesks again, it'sthe one with the most to lose.

“S0,” Isuzu says, “does Mom Number Two have aname?’

What do you look for when you' re trying to figure out if your vampire girlfriend can be trusted around
your mortd daughter?



“What do you think about kids?’
Prepared how, exactly?
Y eah, that’ d be abad sign.

Ontheplusside, | don't have to worry about curiosity with Rose; she dready knows what blood tastes
like“ontap.” She was one of my early recruits, recruited to recruit others. There was no need for her to
rely on the lab-grown stuff until we al had to make the switch. And it’ s not like she does’t know the
thrill of the hunt, the taste of fresh-squeezed adrendine from avictim who knows histimeisup. The
Benevolent Vampires were mainly about preventing murder, sure, but every new recruit was offered a
few judtifiable homicides. To get it out of their system. To make the world a better place by getting rid of
some of those people that just needed killing. Wife abusers, child abusers, rapists, Republicans—your
basic scum of the earth. When skimming was called for, we let our new recruits skim.

It was awin-win Stuation.

If anything, what | worry about is nostalgia. Whatever you can't get anymore adways seems better, more
precious than whatever’ sfredly available. That’swhy old junk becomes antiques and costs more used
than it ever did new. That’swhy gasis $5 agalon, while lab-grown blood averages about a buck fifty.
I’ll admit it; evenl *ve had moments of longing for the old-fashioned stuff—especidly theway Isuzu's
been lately. But I’ ve got my acein the hole. All | haveto do iswait until she' sready to graduate to
vampirehood. Sure, it'll be willing blood, not the hunted kind, but it sway past too late for that. Eveniif |
were to go nuts tomorrow, Isuzu wouldn’t scare. Her not scaring iswhy she' s<till here. She'd just laugh
at melike before, thinking it was ajoke right up until it wastoo late. So | wait, sticking to the Plan as
planned.

Except for Rose, of course. Rose wasn't part of the Plan, but sheis now. And so the questions come
back:

“What do you miss most about the old days?’
Killingmy lovers kids...

| shake my head. Listen to the broken glass and rusty nails clattering around in there. Get ready for
avery long night.

Candldight. That'sagood Start.

Candldight, and our black marble eyes staring into each other, watching the reflections of the dancing
flame. My hand reaches across the table, finds hers.

1] YS?’
“I have something to tell you.”

“Y%?’



Thiswould be easier if shedidn't keep saying “Yes’ like she' sheen practicing, justin casel’vegot a
ring hidden on me somewhere. “I....”

“Yes...”

“...haveachild.”

There. It'ssaid. It'sout there.
“Where? Tied up in the trunk?’

Yikes! One of thebad responses.
“No,” | say. “It'snot likethat. I'mraising it. | mean, ‘her.’ | have been for sometime now.”

Roselooksat meand | look at her. We' reredly hating the way these dead crow eyes of ours make our

emotions so hard to read. Not that emotions were a piece of cake before, but they’ re abitch and a half
NOW.

“I'mwaiting for you to makeanoise,” | say, after shehasn't.
“I'mthinking.”

“What are you thinking?’

“Hard to say,” shesays. “I’'m il doingit.”

“Maybetaking it out would help.”

“Okay,” shesays. “Let'ssee. I'mtrying to figure out if | should be pissed, or flattered. On the pissed
dde, there syou lying to me.”

“lwouldn't say ‘lying,” exactly,” | lie. “It'snot like you said, ‘ Marty, do you have akid? and | said,
‘No."”

“Being ajerk now doesn’t make the thinking part go any easer,” Rose points out.

“Sorry...”

“To continue,” Rose continues. “On the flattered Side, there’ syou trusting me enough to risk telling me

“If voting' sdlowed,” | say, “I’mdl for being flattered.”
“Yeah. See. That' sthething,” Rose says.“Y ou don't get avote.”
| begin to object, but am cut off by the sound of a bottle neck clinking against the rim of an empty glass,

followed by the warm glug-glugging of blood being poured. Rose drainsthe glass and refillsit severa
times, bent not only on sating her appetite, but clubbing it to death like ababy harp sed.



“Still thinking?’ | ask, after thefifth glass.

“Still thinking,” she says, damming it, and starting another.
“Sill?

“Stll.”

Eight. Nine. An even ten.

And then:

“S0,” Rose says, dabbing her chin with her ngpkin. “ Thiskid got aname?’

Isuzu, Rose. Rose, Isuzu.”

Thetwo womenin my life. All my bad ideas, made flesh.

Therethey are, squaring off like a couple of prizefighters, trying to decide what part of the other to
smash first. Their eyesdrill small holesinto each other, and | can read both their minds, because both
their minds are thinking the same thing:

“Whét the hell doeshe seein her?”

Roseisthefirst oneto break theice, or perhaps freeze it more solidly. “Don’t the eyes freak you out?’
shesays, asif Isuzu’ s not even there. “1 mean how the white part makes it soobvious what she' slooking

.

At the moment, Isuzu islooking a a point between Rose' s monotonous eyes, imagining, I’ m sure, how
she might arrange to drive in asix-inch spikeright....about. . .there.

“Your eyes used to have awhite part, too,” | remind Rose. “Weadl did.”

Sheflicksthe comment away like apesky fly. “Y eah, yeah, yeah,” she says. “ Ancient history. Just like
them argument shoes.”

“* Argument shoes 7’

“You know,” Rose says. “ The ones that |ooked like they were made from a couple of beagles?’
“Hush puppies?’

“No, no. Thetwo-tone jobbies.”

“Yesh. That' sthem.”

Isuzu—who'’ s been ping-ponging from one speaker to the next with her own two-tone jobbies—finally



shoehorns her way into the conversation.
“Arethose boobs for real 7’ she asks, zeroing in on the meanest question she can find.

Roseisa32-B. Toimagine her current bustline as the result of some form of enhancement isto imagine
aformer chest not only flat, but perhaps actually concave.

“lsuzu,” | scold. “Isthat any way to treat aguest?’
“Beatsme,” she saysback, likeadare.

Thewords“Don't givemeany ideas’ are already on my tongue, ready for blurting when it occursto me
that 1suzudoesn’t know how to treat aguest. In fact,Roseisthe first company we' ve ever had. Andit's
not exactly like there’ sa surplus of appropriate role models out there. As nostalgic as vampires are about
the cute side of growing up, dmost nobody wantsto relive their teenage years, not even in period pieces
on TV. To the extent that teenage-lookingcharacters appear on the tube, they’ reinvariably Screamers.
And that’sit. Thoseare my little girl’ srole mode s for growing up, abunch of pint-size fuck-yous.

Lovdy.

Rose, meanwhile, seemsto have taken the whole thing in stride, and may even be affording Isuzu aninch
or two more respect, for not |etting the eye comment go unpaid. “ Regarding my titsand their realness”
she says, stepping right into thethick of it, “yes, they are. My nose, on the other hand,” she adds, offering
us her profile, tilting her head back dightly, “thishit of cutenessis asfake asathree-dollar bill.”

“Redly?’Isuzu practically squedsthe word, showing red interest, sarcasm-free. | should probably
worry about her nearly orgasmic enthusiasm for gppearance-related topics, but relief getsin theway.

“Ohyeah,” Rose says. “The honker | was born with—Jesus.Scare babies, crack mirrors, the whole nine
yards. It looked like agoddam dinner rall, right there in the middle of my face. Plus, onthetip, it had a
kind of butt-crack thing going.”

Isuzu goes, “Disgustoid,” and shakes her head, but otherwise shows every sign of—dare
say—"warming” to our guest.

“’Course, lwasthinking of getting aboob job, but that was years ago. Before.” Roseturnsto me
suddenly and winks. “ Beforesomeone decided to lock down my looks forever.”

Whichistrue. Cosmetic surgery just isn’t done anymore. Not after the first few tries. Vampires hed too
fast. Theincison closes before you can stick anything insde. In afew cases, the cut actually hedled
around the doctor’ s wrists—photos of which bounced around the email joke circuit for the next couple
of weeks, bearing subject lineslike “What aHoot(er)” and “ Beats Mittens.” Holding the wound open
with a spreader didn’'t work, either. All that did was force the edgesto heal separately, and bingo, you
bought yoursdlf abrand-new hole. With resultslike that, it didn’t take long before the whole
32-B-or-not-to-be thing wasn't even a question anymore.

“Yep,” Rosesghs. “Hair and makeup. That's pretty much it in the changing-my-looks department.”
Pause. “ So, aword of advice, kiddo. Before Marty even gets close to vamping you, make sureit’sal
nailed down tight, ’ cause forever’ salong time to be staring at even afreckle you don't like.”

Thewhites of Isuzu’seyes are aimed right at Rose, playing along the Thisand That, checking her out,



confirming the truth of the wisdom just conferred. Her whites show awe. Her whites show envy. And
admiration. And agrudging recognition that, yes—despite her expectations, despite her spiteful wish for it
to be otherwise—yes here was someone she could finally talk to about al the stuff she couldn’t talk
about with me.

Rose lets her ook abit longer. She' s used to being looked at. It' swhat she does. It swhat she' s paid
for. And then she catches Isuzu’ s eyes, smiling thetiniest smile, before darting alook in my direction. But
it snot alook for me; it' salookat me. It' sfor 1suzu, whom she turns back to, and then winks.

Isuzu looks at me, too, and then back at Rose.
Winks.
Sothat’ swhat fema e bonding looks like, | think; it looks likethat.

Liketrouble, that is. Like two against one.

Even though both cats are out of both bags, and have met without blowing too much fur, | decideto
keep my home away from home. It’ sthe sex mainly. The vampire sex and dl the sseam and hot air it calls
for. | can’'t imagine Isuzu deeping through it. What | can imagine, however, is her waking up drenched in
swest, the bedsheets clinging to her like a grabby ghogt, her brain poached just shy of heatstroke, and
needing aglass of water. What | can imagineis her ssumbling about our gpartment-turned-saunaonly to
come upon Rose and me. And let me assure you, stumbled-upon sex hasn't gotten any prettier inits
vampireincarnation.

Takethe practice known as“pulsing.” You diceaY incisoninyour pam and your partner doesthe
same, on the opposite hand. And then you squeeze them together quick—cut to uncut, |eft to right—the
wounds gtitching you to each other asthey hed. Y ou can fed theliquid tickle of your lover’ s pulse,
feathering the soft pad of your uncut palm. There' sno mingling; vampire blood doesn't get dong with
vampire blood; but you share a pulse dl the same, that most basic ticktock at the core of your being,
synching up right ong with your body temperatures. It swild. It'samost like being able to read your
partner’ s mind during sex, and with sex, the more synchronicity, the better. Y ou decoupl e at the point of
orgasm, ripping open both wounds, which then go on to rehedl, separately. It'smessy. It keepsthe
makers of bleach in business. But it’s dso something you wouldn’t want your teenage daughter to catch
you doing.

| start the car with Isuzu in bed and plenty of good darkness|eft in the night. My cell phone and earplug
are back in the gpartment, in adrawer. Isuzu’ s ateenager, having periods and everything. It' s about time
| gave her alittle privacy.

“So,” | say. “Whatchathink?”

“About Isuzu?’ Rose closes her door and we begin heading out to find alittle privacy of our own.

| nod.

“That' s one fucked-up little morta you got there, Marty.”

| want to object just as much as | want “fucked-up” clarified—and now.



“What | meanis,” Rose continues, “1 think she' sswell. A lot like mewhen | was—well, | was
neverredly her age. Extenuating circumstances. | got matured againgt my will, thanksto a grabby
uncle-in-quotes with detachable pants, but...And actualy, | guess thatdoes make us kinda similar, both
being treated like prey from atender ageand dl, but...” Pause. “Yeah,” she concludes. “1 like her. You
done good. Well, as good as you could, given the extenuating circumstances.”

Sothat’ swhat she means by “fucked-up.” Okay, | guess.
“So, isit true?’ | ask, changing subjects.

“Iswhat true?’

| point at my nose.

“Shit, no.” Rose laughs. “ That was a—whaddayacallit?—docudrama. ‘ Inspired by actua events” Only,
they didn’t actually happen tome. A friend of acousin of afriend. Whatever. It was just something to say
to get her off my tits” Pause. “ Funny how she just zoomed right on in there, going for the jugular two

seconds after helo.”
“That’snot how | raised her,” | indg. “1 think it sthe TV.”

“Hey, don’t get mewrong,” Roseingstsright back. “1 wasimpressed. It takes real talent to go from kid
to bitch in sixty seconds. And it’ s not like the world' s given her alot of reasonsto be Little Miss
Sweetness. Cometo think of it, | think she showed amazing restraint.” Another pause. “ Deadly accuracy,
sure, but amazing restraint, too.”

“By which you mean,” | say, “you redlywere thinking of aboob job before | closed that door.”

“Oh yeah.” Rose laughs. Stops. Looks out the window at the traffic going by. “Had me alittle scalpel
fund going and everything.” Shesighs.

“Wdl, I’'mglad you didn't,” | say, grabbing her knee, giving it areassuring squeeze.

And | meanit. | redly do. Contrary to what you may have assumed, not al male vampires are breast
men. There saworld of difference between “suckling” and “ sucking”—ahbigger world than thet littlel
might suggest. For me—for example—I’ ve never been one for imposing breasts. And the fake ones are
aways so obvioudy fake, you have to wonder who they think they’ refooling. Asfar as1’m concerned,
they’ re worse than tattoos. At least tattoos are up-front about what they are—no pun intended—but
faketitsarejudt liestold in slicone.

And anyway, small-breasted women are just more interesting. Maybe that’ s because they think they
have to be, but that’s awhole other story.

“Wadl, I'mglad you'reglad,” Rose says, turning back, squeezing my knee sarcagticdly. “ Huge load of f
my mind.”

| turn the heater up. Rose turnsit back down.

“Not just yet,” she says. “We ve got alittle moretalking to do.”



“About?’

“Thefuture.” Pause. “What comes next.”
Oh, I think.

“Oh,” | say.“That,” | add.

“Yes” shesays.“ That,” she adds.
Martin, corner. Corner, Martin.

“Um,” | say. Andit’snot like | don’t know what | want—or what Ithink | want. It' sjust that my penis
has decided it'saturtle, al of asudden. And | don't know if it knows something | don't.

“Um,” | say again.

“1 can seeyou' ve given thislots of thought,” Rose jokes, perhaps as away to ease thetension. It
doesn’'t work.

“I wasthinking,” | begin, fully prepared tonot tell Rose what I’ mredly thinking. 1t' sthe not-dying thing.
Theno Till Death Do Us Part part. I'm thinking that every bottle of blood in my refrigerator has an
expiration date, that |suzu will grow up, get vamped, move out. I’ m thinking about my mom, and my dad,
and how I'mreally not going to tell Rose aboutthat.

Plus...

Plus, I'm thinking about staring at even afreckle | don't like—forever.

“Okay,” Rose says. “Thinking. That'sagood start.”

“I wasthinking that youand ...”

...YES...
“...could...”

“Goon.”

“Yed”| practicaly squed this, just like Isuzu did with her Redlly.”
“What?’

“I wasthinking,” | say, “that youand | could,” | roll my hand like adirector telling an actor to speed it
up, only with me, it means, “you know. Go on.”

“Our merry ways?’
“No,” | say. “ Seeing each other,” | add. “Y ou and | could go on...seeing each other.”

“Oh,” Rose says. “Huh,” she adds.



Sheturns around again and looks at the streetlights streaming by her window. She cups her chinin her
uncut palm.

Sighs.

“Whatever,” she says.

23
Kdly

So, you'reinlove, en?’
That' s Father Jack saying that, and me saying back: “1 think so.”
Meadding: “It fedslikeit.”

We' re sitting in Father Jack’ s den. He sgot afire going in the fireplace, not for the heet, but to look at
the flameslicking up thelogs, to hear the crackle of things consgned to burn. Judasiscurled up inthe
corner, deeping.

“Must benice” Father Jack says, looking at the flames. He s made a point of looking away from meto
look at the flames, before spesking. Hetightens his eydids, narrowing the dit through which light is
allowed in. The crow’ s-feet around his crow black eyes get deeper.

“I’m never going to seeyou again,” hesays. “Am 1?7’ He pauses. “Y ou're ditching mejust like you
ditched Trooper.”

| flinch. And then | remember which Trooper he means. And it’ strue. Thiss my have-a-good-life, my
don’ t-let-the-screen-door-hit-ya-on-the-way-out. It sjust math. And there' s only so much dead timein
an evening.

“I' would,” I joke, trying to lighten the mood. “But | don'’t think the pet store would give me anything for
you.”

“You're probably right there.” Father Jack sighs, hismood not lightened in the least. “Not alot of call
for my kind.”

Oh, soit’sgoing to be one of thosetalksfull of hints, and evasions, and euphemisms that raise a subject
just to avoid talking about it. We do thisall the time, Father Jack and I, we who are made of time. But
not anymore. Thisisgood-bye. And it'sasgood atime as any to bring up al the stuff that can ruin

everything.

“We ve never redlly discussed that,” | say, because we haven't. Because | redlly didn’t want to know.
He said he never did and | was only too happy to take him a hisword. Denid—that’ swhat | wasin. |
accepted hisdenial, and moved on to that place where | could fedl superior by comparison.

“Surewe have,” Father Jack says. “ All my advice on your gambling? The twelve-step stuff? That was



us, talking about it.”

“We haven't talked about itspecificaly,” | say. “1 don’'t even know, you knowwhich.”

“Which?’

“Whichkind,” | sumble. “Boys? Girls?’ Pause. “Both?’

“None of the above,” Father Jack says.

I blink. I look a my empty hands, for effect. For illugtration. “What' sthat leave?’

“Kdly,” Father Jack says. “It leaves Kdly.” He pauses. Looks away from the flames and back at me.
“You think I’'m some sort of fiend who' d go around molesting every kid that came my way, if there were
any ‘kids left to come my way. But that’ snot how it is. It'snot how it was. Therewas just one.
Jug...Kdly. Shewasalittlegirl in my first parish, when | wasjust out of the seminary.” Pause. “This
woman you' ve found. Thislove of your afterlife. How do you fee when you see her?’

“Likemy veinsaretoo small,” | say. “Likemy heart’' s not big enough. Like I" ve been poisoned and
she'stheantidote.” | pause. Listen to mysdf. Deflect. “ Just stop me as soon as| gart sounding like an
idiot, okay?’

“No. You'refing” Father Jack says, back to staring at the flames. “That’ show | felt when | saw Kelly
out on the playground. Shelooked like sunshine in a hand-me-down dress, and | wanted to buy her
things. | wanted her to hug me. | wanted to fedl her little armswrapped around my neck, hear her
laughter making the world okay.”

| shiftinmy chair. I’'m having trouble finding a comfortable position.

“I’d give her horsey rides around the playground. She'd hold onto my ears, my hair, my collar, dways
laughing that musicd laugh of hers. ‘ Father Jack,” she' d say, tugging on my pant leg, ‘ can you get me
God' sautograph? | didn’t know what | wasfeding. | just knew | didn’t fed that way about the other
kids, or anybody ese | knew.”

A log splitsin thefireplace. Father Jack stops talking and watches the sparks riding shimmers of hegt up
the chimney.

“Andthen | had adream,” he says, starting again. “And then | knew.”

Father Jack’ s chest rises, falls, waits for meto ask.

“What did you do?’

“Nothing,” he says. Onetick. Onetock.

“No. That'snot true,” he confesses. Or goes on confessing. “1 yelled at her. In front of everybody. | sent

her to the principd’ s office for talking in class, even though she hadn’t. | kept that up for about aweek,
finding things to accuse her of, anything to get her out of my classroom and into somebody else’'s

custody.”

Father Jack squeezes one hand with the other, behind his back.



“I’d see her out on the playground after that, and it waslike...l don’t know. It waslike | killed
something insde her. She’ d wander around the playground, kicking at pebbles, not playing, not laughing.
| thought | was doing the right thing, protecting her from me, but | betrayed her, ingtead. 1...”

The knuckles of one hand crack in thefist of the other.

“I went to see the bishop,” Father Jack says. | sat in his office and told him | was having trouble with a
child in my parish. ‘ Does he want money? That' sthefirst question he asked me. And before| can even
say, no, he'sdiding open adrawer. That'sdl | can hear, that drawer, squeaking open. Wood rubbing
against wood. It sounds like the hinges on the gates of hell. | can't look at whatever’sin that drawer. |
get dizzy ingead. And when | try standing up, | just vomit right there, in the bishop’ s wastebasket.”

“Why didn’t you just quit?’

“Oh, | tried.” Father Jack laughs an utterly joylesslaugh. “1 tried killing myself.” Pause. “1 was going to
be very Roman about it. | lit candles, filled the tub with warm water, turned out the lights. The razor
blades were dl ready and my wrists were going numb from this cream anesthetic I’ d rubbed on. | wanted
out, see, but | wasn't abig fan of pain. I'd aready taken six aspirin, to stop the blood from clotting, but
for that other thing, too. For the pain.”

“What happened?”’

“Seems my parish wasn't in the safest of neighborhoods,” Father Jack says. “ Seems ahouse with al the
lights out during the shank of the evening was pretty much an open invitation.”

“Someone broke in?’

“Someone brokein,” Father Jack confirms. “He finds me unconscious and ends up caling nine-one-one.
He' sjust apetty thief. HE sno murderer. So...After that, | figured God just had different plansfor me.”

“But you never touched Kdly?' | ask.
1] Na/a..”
“And you never touched any other kids?’

| ask that just to have it confirmed. | don’t know why, but | believe Father Jack. I'm not inclined to
second-guess his story as | waswith Rose and her mother the clown. He could be lying to make himself
look good. But if that’ sthe god, why' d hetell me about hisinclinationsin thefirst place? Maybel’'m
being stupid. Maybe I’ m being naive. Or maybe the world where it mattered just got placed in somebody
else's custody.

“AA,” Father Jack says, preemptively. “ That’ s you' re next question, right? What did | do, how did |
copewith my impossblelongings?’

| nod.

“They redly didn’'t have atwelve-step group for my thing, so | became an ‘acohoalic,” ” Father Jack
says. “And | went to meetings. Lotsand lots of meetings. It’ sredly comforting, surrounding yourself with
the suffering of others. I d be at ameeting and somebody’ d break down crying a my table. After one of



those, I’d go home happy asaclam. It wastheir happiness| couldn’t take. Whenever too many people
started getting better, started coming in with tales of persona triumph instead of tragedy, that’ swhen |
knew it wastime to find anew mesting.”

Another log splits, letting go more sparks and ash. Judas's head pops up, he looks around, settles back.

“That'swhy I'm gill apriest,” Father Jack says. “Confesson. I’'m hooked on that laundry list of
everyday wesknesses. Theworries of peopletrying to talk their way out of hell.”

| smile, happy to hear that I’'m not Father Jack’ s only dedler of vicariousthrills.
“Soyeah.” Hedghs. “Yeah, I’'mred happy for you, Marty.”
“Y ou don’'t sound very happy.”

Father Jack turns away from thefire so | can see the weary smirk on hisface. “I’m bursting at the

seams,” he saysin the deadest dead-pan I’ ve ever heard him use. He turns back and pokes at thefire
with the poker.

“Now get your happy ass out of here,” he says, “before | have Judasrip you anew one.”

24
Your Worst Nightmare

We d seen too many made-for-TV moviesin which somebody introduces himsalf as*Y our worst
nightmare.” That’s how it got started. We looked at each other, having heard the same line delivered the
same way too many times, and we just started giggling.

“Hello,” | sad, giggling, offering my hand. “ Allow meto introduce myself. I’'m your nightmare.”
“Would that be myworst nightmare?” 1suzu asked.

“Why yes, it would.”

“Pleased to meet you.”

“Likewise, I'm sure”

Followed by more giggling and the birth of aninsdejoke.

“Hello. It sme. Y our worst nightmare. I'm home.”

That' s how I’ d announce mysdlf, returning from work, adate, whatever. And Isuzu would run up from
wherever she was, give me aquick hug, and then launch into the events of her day—the fly she stalked
through the gpartment for over an hour, what Bobby Little was doing in hisroom now, how far she'd
gotten in reading through theEncyclopediaVampirica

That’show it worked—ight up until it didn’t.



Thefront door and windows—that’ swhat | worried about. How easily jimmied, how quickly
smashed—and dl the thingsthat might crawl in through the holes that were l&ft. | imagined coming home
one night to splinters or shards, but never guessed that the biggest threat to our way of life was asthin as
awire. Astiny aseectrons.

Asuntouchable aslondiness.

| should have known something was wrong when Isuzu stopped complaining about my seeing Rose and
being out al night. | should have known something was up when she cheerily saw me to the door, hoped
I’d have agood time, assured me she' d be fine—finel—on her own.

“Reading.”

That' sthe answer | got when | asked her what she did while | wasout. And it wasn't alie, exactly. It
just wasn't the whole truth. Reading was part of it, and typing was another part. There were also digital
dtills, followed by “live’ video feeds—none of which was covered by the answer I” d been given.

Maybeit wasjust tit for tat. I'd lied to her about Rose, and this was the payback.

Oh, what atangled World Wide Web we weave.

Digita proxies. Avatars. Cyber masks. Theided s dways the same—just so many pixels wrapped
around an animated frame, brought in to bolster the lie of whatever online persona you'’ ve adopted.
Tdler? No problem. Darker, more handsome? Prettier, blonder, bigger tits, more dutty? Perhaps you' ve
awaysfancied yoursdf another species. Go for it. Everything is negotiable. Everything’ s up for grabsand
nothing iswhat it seems. And so0 you run into Rex_260 on Afterlife Online one night, Rex turning out to
be an impeccably digitized web-surfing German shepherd.

“Areyou for real?’ you type, and Rex types back, “1’m ametaphor.”

“Y ou mean like that bug in Kafka?’ you type, and Rex types back, “Woof!”

Y ou can aso change your age. Of course.

Y ou don't haveto be an old lech or alittle squirt. Not in cyberspace. Y ou can change your ageto
reflect how young you are at heart. Y ou can change your age to seem more mature than you are. Or you
can change your age to match the age of whatever it isyou' re into—whatever it isyou relooking for,
under al these cyber rocks, in al these dark, anonymous corners.

Hell, changing your ageis as easy as changing a bloodstained shirt.

Helo,” | cal out. “It'sme. Y our worgt nightmare. I’'m home.”
Nothing.

“Hdlo,” | repedt, only to be answered by my own echo.



Maybe she' staking anap, | think. Or hiding as a prank, or in the bathroom, or so caught up in al that
“reading” she'sbeen doing lately that she just doesn't hear. But by thetime | call out asecond time, |
know it' s none of these.

There sakind of silencethat says“gone.” Y ou recognizeit by not having heard it in solong. | haven't
heard this silence, thisloud, since just before bringing Isuzu homefor thefirst time. And hereit isagain.
And judt likethat, | know that the nightmare that just walked through my door ismy own.

| begin checking for clues.

There' sno broken glass, no sign of aforced entry. There’ sblood, sure, but nothing | can’'t explain away
asjust proof of my own doppy eating habits. Rings on the coffee table, afew drops on the kitchen
counter, but no Rorschachs splattering the walls, no runny asterisks footnoting some larger mess waiting
to be stumbled upon.

Her bed is made.

That' sthe first bad sign. The last time she made her bed was afew years ago, when she' d decided to
hunt down her mother’ skillers.

Her pillow isfluffed. The comforter isdrawn up over the pillow, and the spread drawn up over the
comforter.

It'sjust abed.
Just a made-up bed.
So why doesit look so funereal?

I rifle through her desk, her closet, her sock and underwear drawer. | peek under that neat coffin of a
bed. | don’t know what I’'m looking for, but | look anyway, finding nothing in particular out of place, or
missing, or terribly helpful.

It' sas|’m going through the desk drawer that | brush past the computer, and notice that it’s ill warm.
Warmer than me and the rest of the room, at least. | jiggle the mouse and the screen blossoms on; the
AOL iconisdtill ghosted over from having been used last. | try to sign on but don’t know her password.
Of course, | don't need a password to get into her file cabinet, which is il available offline from her last
sign-in. | double click and scan the roster of emails sent, and received, and autosaved to the hard drive.
There salot of porn spam, which is disgppointing, but unavoidableif you' ve spent any amount of timein
the online chat rooms—which it seems|suzu has.

And then there are the emails—the real, nonjunk emails that explain the panic and echoing slence | find
mysdf inthe middle of.

From: |_Trooper
To: Farmers_daughter

There are dozens and dozens, desperate little Ping-Pong balls of need and longing and—I'm
sure—absolute bald-faced lies on the part of whoever the hell thisfarmer’ s daughterredly is. | read just



enough to learn that he claimsto be twelve, morta, afarm runaway, and, of course, agirl. “Her” current
living arangements are—shdl we say—vague, asishisrefusa to meet with |suzu sometime during the
day, “whenit'll be safefor our kind.” Thelast email, dated from the night before, isfrom Isuzu to this
lying online cregp and includesmy telephone number—the landline, not the cell—and thetimes I’ m
expected to be away.

| hit star 69—that self-cannibaizing bit of Zen numerology—and take down the number. It swithin the
area code and only an hour and some change old. | did it, but get abusy signd. Of course. They’ve
probably taken the phone off the hook. They wouldn’t want to be interrupted—at least one of them
wouldn’t. On ahunch, | replace the last three digits of the number with zeros.

“Sundown Motel,” the voice on the other end says. “Front desk. How may | help you?’

| ask for the cross streets. Get them. Leave.

I"ve got an ax in the trunk. 1t'sbeen therefor the last few years, ever since Clarissa sfirst killer's
“suicide” SoI've got something. I’ m ready. I’ ve got something for whatever the fuck kind of door | find
at the Sundown Motd (and abattair). I’ ve got something that’ Il work just aswell on whatever the fuck |
findbehind that fucking door.

| brace mysdlf for the sght of it, diminishing my expectationsto a couple of pathetic pless.

Please...don’t rape her. Don't make her be deadand raped.

Please...let it be quick. Don't make her suffer. Don't nurse her like a bloody bottle of beer at last call,
sipping her to death and backwash.

Andplease ...when the ax hits your neck, justdie. Don’t gowhy ing me, don’t try to plead or come up
with excuses. Just keep your fucking mouth shut. ..

...anddie.

Idon’t knock.
| don't listen for a“Who' sthere?’
| don't offer asetup for apunch line.

I’ve got the punch lineright herein my hands, as| swing it over my head and wedgeit into one of the
Sundown Motd’ ssurprisingly sturdy doors.

Not that it matters.
Not that the door was |locked to begin with.

And when the unlocked door swings open, and the ax handle dips through my hands, it’sjust like
everything e sein my world on this godforsaken night.

Alir.



I’'m holding...air.

And then the door hitstheinsdewall just hard enough to jar the ax loose, followed by the soft, heavy
clunk of hardware hitting the cheesy, shag-carpeted floor.

Dalls,

That' sthefirg thing | see, after the door does its surprise open-sesame routine.

Doalls, scattered like they might be scattered in a carel ess teenage girl’ s bedroom—xkid stuff treated with
just enough disrespect to hide the love till felt. Among the dolls are yellowing copies of 16 Magazine,
Tiger Best, Betty and VVeronicacomics.

In the center of the room, alittletableis set up for tea, and something involving cosmetics. The hostess
and her guest are dressed up in dresses that are too big for them, wearing sunglasses and rouge that
stands out quite abit more on one set of cheeksthan it doesthe other. Thetwo little girls—thelittle girl
and the*“little girl”—gt cross-legged next to the table, their pinkies raised dong with their empty teacups,
stuck, frozen,in medias ...sp.

Their four dark lenses are pointed right at me. Me, bent and fumbling for my ax. Me, fumbling to
gpologizefor the ax holein the door, and fedling like an ax hole mysdlf.

The four dark lenses raise together asif choreographed, reveding eyes—Isuzu’ s human pair, her friend's
far darker set.

“Marty,” Isuzu says. “Mest Twit.”
“Twit?’
“Short for Antoinette,” Twit says.

“Peopledon’t call you Toni?” | ask, whichisnot the first question | was expecting to ask. Of course, my
expectations have been batting zero dl evening.

“Yeah,” Twit Sghs, aweary, much older person’s“yeah.”

“You see” Twit goeson, “it’slikethis. After awhile, you stop trying to change what people call you,

' cause the harder you try, the harder they laugh, and the only way to get anything back isto just embrace
your stupid nickname until it’sjust the sound of what people call you.” Twit taps her ear, smiles some
fang, shrugs. “Just air ripplestickling those tiny bones we got insde us, right about here.”

“Some of us havetinier bonesthan others” | say, baiting our little Screamer to reveal hersdf for what
sheredly is. “So, how old a Twitare you, anyway?’

“How olddo | look?’" she says, propping her little girl’schin ontop of her little girl’ sfingertips, batting
her fake big-girl lashes.

“Y ou know what | mean,” | say, “and I’m not gonnaplay that game.”

“So what kinda gameare you playing, if you don’'t mind me asking?’ Twit looks mein the eye, then back



at 1suzu, and back to me. “1 don’t notice much of afamily resemblance.”

“Yeah,” | say, my “yeah” asold and weary as Twit'swhen | asked about her name. “Y eah, see. We're
not going there, either.”

“Okay,” Twit says. “ Guessthat just leavestea and makeup.” She smiles again, showing abit more fang
thistime. “Careto join us, Marty?’ she asks, aready handing me an empty cup.

Thedory of Twit'sand Isuzu’ srdaionship isdl therein the emalls—if I’ d had the luxury of wading
through them before tearing into the night, heart in my throat, ax in my trunk. It sarted as| had assumed
with lies on both sides, including digital proxies. 1suzu began by passing hersdf off asamuch older
vampire, with aface age of about twenty-one and a history very much like mine. Twit, on the other hand,
looked almogt exactly like she redlly does, with the exception that her fangs had been digitally removed,
and her eyes rehumanized.

Likealot of Screamers, Twit had gone online posing asamortd child, looking for an adult vampire
“with atastefor ved.” Not al Screamers became Screamers to save them from dying too young; some
were Peter Panned to serve as sex toys for vampiric pedophiles. | haven't talked to Father Jack about
that, either. Hedidn't doit. That'sall that matters.

Twit wasn't asex toy Screamer, by the way, but shewas karmic payback for those that made them. This
isascloseaswe get to asiver lining on thisone. Y ou see, after the change, the tables turned for those
pedophiles salking innocence online. Now the stalkers are stalked, some by their victims, some by

horny, run-of-the-mill Screamers desperately needing to be needed. That was Twit’ s story, and hersis
just one sad case in athousand. Just read the personals:

“Shirley Temple seeks Bloody Mary.”
“Thumb-sucker 1SO bloodsucker.”
“Me Lolita; you: Ledtat.”

Isuzu’ s reasons for being online are screamingly obviousin their own way. | abandoned her—just like
the puppy I’ d given her nameto, just like Father Jack. And so she became me and went online, perhaps
looking for areplacement, or maybe ingght into what made the Martin she knew tick. That she modeled
hersdf after meisn’t so surprising. The only safe way for her to be online was asavampire, and | was
the only vampire sheredly knew. | can just imagine her little heart besting when she saw Twit’ s screen
name, made that “farm” connection, sent her first, tentative email. The charade continued for aweek or
30, Isuzu playing the maybe-pedophile, while Twit filled her messageswith girly mortality.

Eventualy, though, dips occurred and confidences were gained. Eventudly, both confessed to their
fakery, followed by their whole, ugly, honest-to-God truths. It was al online, that anonymous nowhere
where lies and truth are both somehow easier than either is, face-to-face. So, Twit confessed her
Screamer status and Isuzu her real age, sex, and expiration-datedness.

It was Twit who asked if friendship was possible. Isuzu, to her credit, took alot of convincing. There
were gpparently Instant M essaging sessions that went on for hours and would read like the transcript of a
hostile witness's cross-examination—if the IMs had been saved, that is, which they weren't. But both
sides swear to the substance, and that I’ d be proud of the precautions I suzu took before agreeing to



mest.

“Firg, I've gottaemail her a picture of me standing next to ayardstick to show I’ m redlly shorter than
her,” Twit testifies. “Then it’ sthe scale, to show she' s got the weight advantage, too. Followed by the
webcam of me downing like agalon of blood with the TV tuned to the newsin the background, so she
knowsit’s happening live, and still—still—she shows up with...” Twit pauses. “ Show him what you
showed up with.”

Isuzu pulls out the same bread knife she used on me, dl those years ago. The same one she planned on
using againgt Clarissa skillers. The serrated edge has the same swoop-swoop-swoop as a cartoon bat
wing, but donein stainless sted. My reflection in the blade is the same as before—stretched Giacometti
thin, dmost to the breaking point—though the blade itsalf looks like it may have seen some action since
then.

| should probably worry about that. | should probably say something. But I’ m tired, and relieved, and
I’ve reached my paranoid quotafor the evening.

And s0 | keep quiet, instead. Smile. Nod. Hold out my pinky, tip back my teacup.

Spair.
25
Out

Hey, Killer,” Rose saysas| get dressed. She'smoved out of her gpartment and into the one where
Isuzuisn’'t. Our sex place.

“Hey, Demon Bitch Goddess,” | say back. Y ou gotta have pet names, right?

She' still naked, and lying on her ssomach in bed, her legs crooked back and ticking—just like Isuzu
when she'scoloring. | shake my head. Erase that image. The comparison is getting dangeroudly apt.
Rose' sface ageisinitsearly twenties, and shelooks even younger than that. Isuzu’ sred ageis Sixteen,
and shelooks older. A few moreticks, and they’ re taking the same classesin college.

Roseis holding a coffee cup with both hands. She sips. Ticktocks. | focus on the cup—her least
Isuzu-liketrait at the moment.

“Y ou know what | wasthinking?’ she asks.

What she' s been thinking about for the last few years. Getting married. Hitched.
Till-Desth-Do-Us-Parted. “What?’ | say, tightening my belt before tucking in my shirt.

“l wasthinking...”
“Shit,” | say.

“What?’



| lift my shirttail, showing my buckled bdt. “Why am | dwaysdoing that?’ | ask, unbuckling, tucking,
rebuckling.

“I blamethe shirt,” Rose says. “ It wantsto befree”
“I knew | loved thisshirt.”

“It does’t want to be pinned down.”
“Damnfineshirt,” | say. “But you were saying?’

“| wasjust saying the shirt suitsyou,” Rose says, rolling over on her back, sprawling her full, vengeful
nakedness at me. She stares at the celling. “It matchesyour...”

Shetrailsoff. Sheletsit hang, what it is of minethat my shirt matches.

Instead: “Tell Isuzu to beready by ten,” she says. “ And the same goes for the munchkin.”

Isuzu, Rose, and Twit.

Not everyone knows the first names of their Fates, so | guess|’m lucky in that regard. In no other way,
sure, but you take what you can get. Me, knowing thetrio that’ Il do me in—that’ swhat | get, and, well,
okay.

The Weird Sisters have decided to “bond,” you see. Do “chick shit.” *Gyno stuff.” In other words:

Makemy lifealiving hell.

“Where you off to?’ | ask, watching the three of them heading doorward.

“Out,” they chime, in stereo plus one.

Requesting details, specifics, bad influences to be encountered a ong the way there, whereverthereis?
Wasted breath. Taking to thewalls. If details were part of the agenda, “ Out” wouldnot have been the
answer. “Out” trandaed into Englishis:

Y ou donotwant to know, boy-with-dick.

“When...?" | hazard.

“Whenever,” they chime back, their giggles echoing up the long halway leading out.

Isuzu, Rose, and Twit.
And aplace cdled Midnight Cowboys.

Cowboys aren't the only thing they’ ve got. They’ ve dso got firemen, and policemen, loinclothed and



business-suited men, football players, and even one priest—though he works only Wednesdays, when
the women who are into that sort of thing know they can find it. The Stereotypesareworn. Literdly.
Clothes make the man, after al. They aso make the muscles bulge when worn too tightly, and the
audience gasp, when shed to the quick ripping of Ve cro.

Rose had gotten free passes as a professiona courtesy and figured 1suzu could use the education, while
Twit could use about 150 couch dances. Isuzu till had her fake fangs from our Fairbanks adventure,
Rose 4till had her mom'’ s clown makeup to help tweak down my little girl’ s blush, and dl threewore
sunglasses so no one of them stood out. Isuzu’ sjust sixteen, but looks older. Not that apparent ageis
any barrier, not with Twit in tow.

There have been severd field trips such asthis dready, al scheduled around the spring and fall, when it
isn't hot enough to sweet or cold enough to see your breath. The intention isto provide crash coursesin
Girleseto help turn Isuzu into the young woman she' s becoming. To help make sure Isuzu turnsinto
something other than—as Rose putsit—"amini Martin.”

“But | thought you liked me,” | said, my voice feigning the wound.

“Yeah,” Rosesaid back. “See. It' slikethis. You, but smaler, with titsand no dick. It's not alook with
alot of future”

“| see”

“MorelikelCU,” Rose said. “Fashion intensive care. But | think we can save her.”

Andso | let her try. At sixteen, Isuzu is no longer ahostage to the Screamer department. Taking her
hand, Rose has led her away from the ironic Pooh bears, the tongue-in-cheek Tiggers, and headed
graight for the aides of adult womanhood, the two of them like a couple of sallorsin Bangkok on leave. |
supply the credit card and then just sit back as the boxes and bags are unpacked to the expensive ssshhh
of rustling tissue paper.

“Stunning.”

“Beautiful.”

113 Y@ ”

The vocabulary of not-getting-grief-later iseasy to learn, and | did. Eventudly, | got it down to asmple
gopreciative“Mmm-hmm,” dispensed with anod, perhaps afingertip tapping a my smiling lips.

“Mmm-hmm.”

Therest of thisis secondhand.
Hearsay.
Inadmissable in court.

Hasto be. | wasn't there. And it’ [l be embellished, too—by me, filling in the gaps with what my tortured



imagination imaginesit waslike. I’ ve never been to Midnight Cowboys, but I’ ve been to placeslike
it—places where the cowboys are smaler, and cuter, with titsand no dicks. It' sjust amatter of
trandation, when you comeright down toit. A kind of drag, in reverse.

Of course, | dso have the accounts of Isuzu, and Rose, and Twit to go by.

That—and what they showedon TV.

Y ou never think about the things you don't think about, the thingsthat are just there, part of the
background, part of the routine. Rose still dances a couple of nights aweek. Dance bars are part of her
background, her routine. The way they operate, the way they are—those are just some of the things she
does't think about.

The other things you don't think about are the opposite things, the things thataren’t part of your
background, that fall so far outside your persond experience that you don’t give them a second thought.
For Rosg, for instance, having a body temperature that’ s anything other than room temperature—that
falsinto this second class of unthinkables. Just like the room temperature of dance barsfdlsinto the

firg.

These are excuses I’ m giving her for what happened and why shelet it. These are the excuses|’m using
because of the third kind of thing we don't think about—the things the thinking of which just plain scares
us Thethingsthethinking of which would change everything.

Thingslike: She knew it. She planned it. She wanted it to happen.
Thingslike: She' sjealous of 1suzu. She wants her gone. She wants her out of the picture.

Thingslike Think of something se. Think of something ese. Think of something ese.

So, two vampires and amortal walk into abar...

It s<till early in the evening and the thermogtat’ sjust warming up. There safireman wearing just his
helmet and boots and alot of body oil, diding down a pole onstage. 1suzu catches her breeth, staring at
the other pole onstage, dangling there, longer than average, eveninits professondly flaccid state. Rose
and Twit laugh, elbow each other, and then push my little girl afew inches closer to womanhood.

“Git amove on, Buffalo Gd,” Rose says.

“Giddy-up,” Twit adds.

A round of giggles, on the house.

They get atable near the stage, three sets of dark lenses craning upward, three sets of fangs holding on
to their nether lips. Certainly nothing newsworthy. Not yet. Other dancers come and go, the lineup
working itsway from one Village Person to the next. Meanwhile, in the background, ever so subtly, the

temperature starts crawling skyward, aong with the decibdl level and the general enthusiasm of the
customers and dancers both.



“It was like shadows when the full moon sets” Twit sayslater, when the Weird Sterstake turnsfilling
mein. “They just kept getting longer and longer.”

Isuzu' s digtracting eyes—the eyes you can dwaystell where they’ relooking—are very busynot looking
amine

“I guess we should have known something was up,” Rose confesses.
“So to speak,” | add.

“So to speak,” Rose agrees.

Eventuadly it happened, the betraya of morta biology once you turn up the hest. I suzu began to do
something vampires don't; she began to perspire. To swedt, realy. And to stink. She began stinking like
only astinking human can. Twit noticed it first, perhaps because her nose and Isuzu’ sarmpits were at
roughly the samelevd. Her nodrils flared—*What the hel|”’—and her little Screamer head turned. And
there they were—full moons rising darkly under both arms. Beads of sweat dotted Isuzu’ s upper lip like
so much glitter, while atrickle squiggled from under her hairline, ran down her cheek, and then fdll to the
tablecloth. Thefirst drop was silent, but the second made alittle noise—alittleplish —faling squardly on
top of the damp spot made by the first. Rose noticed the stain and then everything else, al at once, and
only seconds before the table next to them, and the table next to that.

Andtheremy little Isuzu is, sweeting in aroom full of vampires, giving off her human stink, surrounded
by bloodsuckerswho are aready overamped from the adrenaine-laced blood they’ ve been sucking
back, already horny as hell because of the heat that’ s put Isuzu in this predicament. It' s only amatter of
seconds before the first patron grabs Isuzu by the arm.

“She’ sburning up,” the patron coos, followed by the naked fireman, grabbing the other arm.
“She's...mine,” he demands, avoicefull of iceand sted.

And there Isuzu is, the center of atug-of-war, her arms the opposing halves of awishbone.
Pandemonium ensues. Chaosreigns. The TV crew, dready there—"just | etting off steam”—switcheson
thered eye of its camera, and turns Isuzu’ s face into awanted poster. There sheis—click, snap,
whir—publicvictim number one.

I’m seeing it, you understand, watching it beamed live into vampire TVsall over the country. At home,
killingtimeadoneon girls night out, switching on thetubefor alittle distraction. ..bam!l’ m watching my
daughter “live,” but who knowsfor how much longer. Thisisn't asitcom; it'sredl. It' sred, and
happening in front of my eyes, and | don't have the luxury of knowing that main characters never die.

Andsol pray.
After dropping the remote, and the glass of blood I’ ve warmed, | drop to my knees and pray. | pray to

the God that giveth and the one that taketh away to please, please, please—just this once—pleasegiveth
back.



Swest.
Swest started it. Sweat ended it.
Acne-triggering, just dightly aily, teenage swest.

That, and the two-handed groin pull, compliments of Twit, followed by abitch dap from Rosefor the
bitch clinging to Isuzu’ s other arm. Taken together, they were just enough to dip the bonds of the
immortascoiling infor thekill. Y ou can actudly see it on the tape—the wishbone vampireslooking a
their suddenly empty hands, rubbing their fingers, feding the grease, looking disappointed and disgusted,
both at once.

And me, I'm gtill watching while my three Fates are still “out,” their fatesnot at dl clear fromwhat's
been shown so far. Sure, there' s been one escape—Iuck, just luck—but God only knows how much
moreit’sgoing to take to get them from my screen, to my door, to my arms.

And then something strange happens. Or, | guess, strange.

It sthe weirdest thing I’ ve ever seen on TV—and that includes the morta variety during its so-called
redity phase. The wishbone vampires are no longer interesting, despite the nudity the networks have
blurred over. And so the camera starts sweeping the genera chaos chaotically, looking for the escapee,
jiggling and jostling and otherwise looking very Zapruder-meets-K ent-State. But then the camera goes
dill, asif straining to hear something. Which you do, suddenly—avoice over the PA system. It’ sfrall,
and faint, alittle quaky, and definitelynot prerecorded.

It ssnging.

At firgt, you can't really make out the words, just avoice melodically modulated. And then the words
come.

“Youaremy sunshire...
“My only sunshire...”

Everything istill. Everything goes quiet, except for that one voice, those tiny words—so careful, so
scared, so desperate.

And then the voiceisjoined by other voices. And the camera picks up the pink tears, glistening on
dozens of vampire cheeks, the whole room singing about what makesit happy when skiesare gray.

God-motherfucking-dammit!”

That’ sthe unscripted part of my speech, when the three of them finaly come tumbling in through the
door, holding their sdes, laughing.

“How was ‘out’?’ | demand. “Was‘out’ out there? Wasit everything you hoped and dreamed?’ These
words I’ ve practiced, along with dozens of dternatives.



All three stop laughing at once, look a me, mark the anger making my face twitch, and start laughing
agan.

“Marty,” Rose says, “you shoulda been there.”

“Iwas,” | say, and thistakesthem al by surprise. Perhaps they thought they could sdll the agreed-upon
lie, and had been prepared to launch into it.

“Meand afew million others,” | add. | toss Rose the remote.
“Giveit ashot. I'm sure one of the networksisrerunning it. They' ve been doingit al night.”

Isuzu and Twit ook at the remotein Rose' shands asif it sarevolver loaded for Russian roul ette and
thair turn is next.

“It hasn't made the talk show monologues, yet,” | go on. “I’'m figuring that’ Il be tomorrow night.” I’'m
about to say something especidly nasty when | notice Isuzu’ sface collapse in onitsdf. Just amoment
ago, she' d been laughing, still high from the adrendine rush of beeting death and getting away. Laughing
because the others were, because sometimes laughing isits own excuse, and you just can't stop until you
do.

And then you do that thing you shouldn’t. Y ou look back at dl the things that almost happened. That's
when your adrendine tanks. And there you are, drained of almost everything, except these clear tears
leaking suddenly from so deep inside, just one good sob takes your bregth away. And there you are,
gulping for air, your “I’'m so sorry” astrangled little thing, al but dead on arrival.

| look a Twit looking at Rose, Roselooking at Twit. Both looking at their hands. Their feet. Doing a
little gulping of their own.

| don't say anything else. It seems meaner, somehow, tonot say anything else. And so | don’t. That way,
we can al hear Isuzu better. Just in case any of usmissed it.

Just in case any of usthought laughing was agood idea.

26
Bull-Something

Giveittime”

That'salineyou hear alot in vampire counsding. It sthe kind of talk that leads one to conclude that talk
itself is chegp. After dl, what’ stime to avampire? We re made of the stuff. We' ve got nothing but. Hell, if
time redllywere money, we'd dl berich.

“Giveittime...”

Giveme abreak!

Not that it doesn’t work, now and then. Take the thing with me, Rose, and Twit. | guessyou could say |



got alittle angry with them, seeing asthey dmost got Isuzu killed on nationa television. | guessyou could
say therewas alittle while there where | was—oh, | don’t know—emotionaly radioactive. They knew
this. They accepted it. They kept their distance.

They—we—gaveit time.

So | went back to helping Father Jack walk his new dog, Judas the Second. Or should it be Third?
Quibbling about that was our first argument. It waslikeriding abike.

And Isuzu went back to wearing pgamas dl the time, watchingAnne Frank, naming the dust balls under
her bed. She walked around the apartment like her feet weighed aton, and becameredl big on

shrugging.

“How you doing?’
Shrug.

“Wannaeat something?’
Shrug.

Plus, therewas anew symptom | hadn’t noticed before, back when | was busy dating Rose. But now, it
seemed like every month, Isuzu devel oped asplit persondity. For afew days every month, questions that
usualy warranted a shrug got a“ Go fuck yoursdlf” instead.

Gradudly, | garted seeing the whole dmogt-getting-killed thing in adifferent light. When you thought
about it, Rose and Twit did me afavor. They scared my little shit factory shitless. And in so doing, they
brought awhole new level of serenity to my tortured mind.

Ever snce coming hometheat first evening to find Isuzu missing, I’ d been wary about her, imagining what
| didn’t know, wondering what clues | was missing. My dates with Rose definitdly felt the strain, what
with me going back to listening in. | didn’t do it constantly. But every hour or so, | had to take alisten.
To keep tabs. To check in.

“I heard you can get el ectrocuted that way, dialing acell phone with wet hands,” Rose said one evening,
stepping out of the shower to catch me with the phone pressed to my ear.

“Huh?’
“Never mind...”

Thefidd tripswere Rose' sidea. | think part of the reason was just to get away from me and my
paranoia

But now, it was obviousto everybody that 1suzu couldn’t leave the gpartment. Ever. She was aknown
morta. The whole vampire world waslooking for her. Thelittle girl | raised just wasn't that stupid. Twit
could cometo our place to baby-sit, and | could go back to paying a proper level of attention to Rose.
Andviceversa

S0, | stopped by Teezers one night.



“Hey,” Rose says.

“What'sup?’ | say back.

“Nothin’.”

“Youwanna...?’

“Vegh”

And the next night, | stopped by the rectory.

“You happy again?’ Father Jack asks.

“Veah”

“Then pissoff, dready.”

And so, for the next few years, | was pretty content. | had ateenage daughter who was a prisoner in her
own home, but not because of anythingl did. | had agirlfriend who loved me, even though | was il
having trouble remembering when to tuck, when to buckle. And | had a baby-sitter who worked for free.

Whether through dumb luck or it’ sjust being time, | was convinced that | had findly stumbled upon the
best of dl possbleworlds.

Yeeh. Right. ..

Y our little Trooper’ sgot aproblem,” Rose says, and even though this strikes me as the understatement
of the millennium, I’'m the new, relaxed me.

“Only one?’ | ask. “That’ s progress.”

“A new one,” Rose says. “Ontop of al the old ones. One you haven't noticed.”

| makethe“Ew” face. “Isthisafemaething?

Rose stops cold. She makesthe“Huh?’ face. My little question apparently isn't solittle. There are
sociopolitical implications, geothermal and tectonic forces at work. There are mines and toes
everywhere. Thewhole of civilization hangsin the baance.

“Notnecessarily,” she concludes.

Meaning, yeah, mainly, except for afew tortured statistica anomalies—anecdotes, redly—hauled out in
the name of poalitica correctness. Meaning, yeah, except for that hermaphroditein Boisg, it pretty muchis
afemaething.

“Not that it matters,” | offer. “What mattersisthat it’' s anlsuzu thing, one | haven't been paying attention
to, but redlly need to. Right?”’



“Right.”
“She' sgot bull-something,” Rose says.
“Bull-something?’

“Yeah. I’ ve been trying to think of theword, and | know it startswith ‘bull,” but | keep drawing a blank.
It snot likeit's something we deal with anymore.”

By “we’ she means vampires, meaning this bull-something has something to do with desth, disease,
aging, sunlight, body temperature, the white part of the eye, visible bresthing thisfar from the Arctic
Circle, reproductive sex, shitting, eating, or having periods.

“Canyou a least describe what it is, without naming it by name?’

Rose considersthis. “ Yeah,” shesays. 1 guess so. It'slike this. She' s puking alot.”
“Youmean she ssck,” | say. “Likeastomach flu or something?’

“No...”

“She'snat,” | begin, and then tip my thumb to my lips, mimetaking apull. | thought we were through al
that ayear ago. That's when she learned my disinfectant—the one | made from potatoes grown in atub
in the closet—had multiple uses. At thetime, | figured saturation was the best strategy, and so we stayed
up al night, doing shotsin the kitchen—Xtreme Unction for me, pure alcohoal for her. It wasastudy in
contrasts, me talking faster and faster as her speech dowed to adurred crawl.

“I'luff you, Daaaad,” she said, holding on to the table with both hands. “I’'mmmm,” she added, getting
lost in the hum. “What am1? Ohyeah. I'm...sorry...if...1..."

“Yeah-yeah-yeah,” | streamed right along, rubbing the lengths of both armslike ajunky on empty.
“Cheers. Click-click. Down the hatch.” | paused just long enough to pull my bottle out of firing range.
“Oops. Make thatup the hatch...”

“No,” Rose assures me now. “It’snot that again.” She pauses. “It’s...” Sheinserts her index finger as
far as she can into her open mouth.

“She smaking hersdf throw up,” | say, trandating the gesture. Rose nods. “Why?’

“Shewantsto keep her girlish figure, but doesn’t want to give up food until she hasto,” Rose explains.
“Haven't you noticed how she eats and edts, but never puts on any weight? And what about the
bathroom? She' s practically camped out in there.”

Thetruthis, | actively avoid watching what 1suzu ests. On the one hand, the sight disgusts me, and on
the other, it makes my heart hurt like dmost nothing el se can, except for maybe the thought of aloved
onewho’ s goneforever, for no reason other than lousy timing. Asfor the bathroom, she' sbeen living
there Since she wasthirteen. Being aguy, | just figured it was agirl thing. Hearing that Rose findsit
excessve has me worried.



And asfar asme noticing whether or not she' s gained weight, that would involve my paying attention to
the shape of her body, which, rumor hasit, isthe body of avery fetching eighteen-year-old woman. | try
not to pay that kind of attention, not only becauseit’s creepy, but...Well, yesh,mainly becauseitis
creepy, but it'sdangerous, too. Emotiondly, for starters, and maybe physicaly, too. And I’'m not talking
incest or sSix-toed babies; Isuzu’s not ablood relative. And it’ s not like what comes out down there on
my part is going to be making babies anytime soon. It’sjust that sex between mortals and vampiresis o
old, it'snew again. We ve gotten out of practice and learned bad habits aong the way.
Vampire-to-vampire sex usudly involves alot of fang play, which, when you spurt and then heal back up,
isfine, but mortasdon’t patch up so easily. Plus, for vampires, it' sdl about the feding of being bled, the
vein tug and spasm, the breeze of a closed system suddenly opening and then closing back up.

A cool, premeditated, straight-out vamping is one thing, but complicate that with the kind of sex you
haven't tried in decades and dl betsare off. | imagineit like trying to keep two different languages
straight—except, in thiscase, if you dip into French, somebody dies.

So:

“No, you'reright,” | say in English, our shared tongue. “1 haven't noticed,” | add, keeping the laundry
ligt ofwhy sto mysdlf.

The bull-something was bulimia, of course—the good o’ binge-and-purge, brought to you byV ogue,
Glamour, and Madison Avenue. The plague of middle-classwhite girls from way back when, when the
zombie paeness of heroin chic was about style, as opposed to smply being aside effect of living the rest
of forever in the dark. It was a serious condition, taken serioudy, way back when, and if | were a parent
from that time with a daughter with these symptoms, I’'m sure I’ d have her knee-deep in therapists and
Happy Med s quicker than rainy days and Mondays could get me down.

But times have changed. Isuzu knows that aswell as any of us, because she' s about to change, too.
Shelsjust getting ready. And frankly, it makes sense. If | knew what | know now beforel got vamped,
I’d do the same thing. I’ d scarf down as much of the tastable world as | could. But there snoway I'd be
taking dl that extrabaggage dong with meinto eternity. Y our body’ syour greatest entertainment value; it
only makes senseto get it in the best shape you can before setting it in stone. Rose hersalf gave 1suzu that
same advice when they first met. Me, | got lucky in the body department. I’ d been whipped into shape
during basic training, and there weren't alot of KFCs or Dunkin’ Donuts waiting for mein Europe during
World War 11. Not that | haven’t wondered what the big fuss was about. Not that | haven’t wondered
what culinary achemy made Big Macsworth destroying agood chunk of therain forest over.

Vomiting, it should be stressed, isnot the recommended way to stay dim. Diet and exercise—that’ sthe
preferred method. Finger swallowing might be quicker, but diet and exercisewon't ruin your teeth like
regurgitated ssomach acid will. Maybethat’ s why those sultry models from before tended to show more
breastbone than anything resembling asmile.

Before, when vampirism was my secret, | liked to think the reason those cover girls never smiled was
because they shared my secret. That’ swhy they looked out at the world asif they could swdlow it
whole; that’ s why they took such painsto keep their fangs hidden. But then Farrah Fawcett came along
with that poster and her grin full of big horseteeth and | started recruiting as many pretty girlsto our sde
as| couldfind.



Right now, I’m looking across the kitchen table of my home away from home, into the show-nothing
eyes of one of my better recruits. I’ ve got my hands wrapped around awarm cup of blood and she does,
too. We re wearing white bathrobes, bull’ s-eyed and polka dotted with drying blood, our wounds
underneath pink and gill hedling.

“Isitredly s0...,” | begin. Or continue. This conversation has been joined, aready in progress.

“Yes” Rosesays “Yes,itis”

“Youdidn't let mefinish.”

“Didn’t need to,” she says. “You weregoing to ask if it wasredlly so bad for Isuzu to be doing this,
once we take dying out of the equation.”

“Well, yegh...”

“And my answer isgill yes”

“But why? | mean, | know about the teeth thing. They’re just going to fall out when her fangs comein.”
Rose points a her forehead.“ This,” she says. “Thisisthe part that doesn’t change.”

| don't get it. | say so.

“The puking' sjust asymptom of someredly fucked-up idess,” Rose says. “And right at the top isthat
things—you, yoursdlf, your body—can bewilled into perfection.”

| chew on that abit.
“Okay,” | say. “Soit setsthe hurdle alittle high. Maybe alittle unredigtic, but eventualy...”
“Eventudly, you either got help or you died,” Rose says. “1 had afriend who...”

And just likethat, | know there' sno friend. Just likethat, | know Rose' s acting like she forgot the word
isadifferent kind of bull-something.

“...who by any other name would smell assweet?’ | say, filling in what isnow, to me, obvious.

Rose blinksthose “Don’t ask, don't tell” eyes. Her shoulders dump, their strings cut. “Yeah,” she says.
Sighs. Shenods over her cup of blood, staring at her reflection staring back. “ Gottalove the irony, huh?”’

Isuzu isin the bathroom. Again. Still. She doesn’t know I’ ve sawed partway through the boltsin the
hinges, that what |ooks solid from the outside isredlly hanging on by athread. She doesn’t know that her
entireworld iswaiting for her on the other side of the door—me, Rose, Twit—all crouching, ready to
pounce, to intervene, to save her from whatever thread she’ shanging by.

Rose isthe one with her ear to the door and her finger in the air, instructing usto hold back. She's
waiting for the sound of the faucet because she' sguessing Isuzu’ susing the sink. Therule ontoiletsisthe
same asit’sbeen since | brought 1suzu home—no flushing after dark. It has't been aproblem; Isuzu's



the only one who usesthe thing, and she' s away's been good about making sure the lid’ s down and the
window’ s open just acrack. But Rose says even as bad anoticer as me would have noticed atoilet
routindy filling up with vomit. And so herewe crouch, straining to hear the sound of another borrowed
medl swirling down thedrain.

Isuzu doesn’t hum, does’t sing. Never has. If it weren't for the occasiona cabinet door opening, or the
tick of a bottle being placed back on something porcelain, you' d hardly know anyone wasin there. And
then...

A squesk. A gush.
Rose drops her finger. | yank the door free from its breakaway hinges...

And there smy little girl, bent over the sink, finger halfway down her throet, looking for that magica
Reset button. She turns and sees us, al ganged up and waiting for her in a suddenly open doorway. And
whether it' sthe shock or the sight, | don’t know, but Isuzu begins vomiting right then and there. It spills
through the impromptu cage of her fingers, al over thefloor, averitable cornucopia of exotic foods that
must have cost asmdl fortune.

But...whose? How?

These arerhetorica questions. Unfortunately.

Unfortunately, | know everything | need to know within seconds of seeing Isuzu. She wasn't expecting
usto barge in and was naked when we did. To check hersdlf in the mirror, | guess—to weigh herself
without having to subtract clothing. Shewas naked and | saw it dl, but most important, | saw her legs.

Her thighs. And the congtellation of scar tissue dotting them, the dots aways coming in pairs, one dot
adwaysjust ahungry grin away from its partner.

My little Isuzu, my little binge-and-purging little girl.

Apparently, there were vampire friends neither |, nor Rose, nor Twit knew anything about.

Y eah. Right. “Friends.”

Or clients. Nibblers. Dabblers. Pay-per-sppers. They didn't drain. They didn’t vamp. Theysampled
—merely, politely—and with more restraint than | would have thought possible. I'd heard of such
things—such practices—but didn’t redlly believe them. It seemed vaguely un-American. Some
inexplicable Asan fad, like karaoke, maybe, or seafood dishes that’ d kill you if the chef got them just the
tiniest bit wrong. Something that’ s as much about philosophy asit is esting.

Wi, | guessthere are alot more vampires with alot more sdf-control than | waswilling to give them
credit for. Not counting mysdlf, of course—or the two other abstainers standing next to me, ready to deal

with awhole other crigsthan the onel’ ve just found.

Twit and Rose haven't noticed Isuzu’ sthighs, by the way. Not yet. Instead, their attention has been
captured by all the haf-chewed nostalgia puddling at their feet.

“Isthata...?

“My God, | haven't...”



“Wherethe hdl didyou...?

“When | was akid—I mean aredl kid—those used to be...”

All of us, it seems, have managed to get ourselves off point. We were supposed to be confronting Isuzu
about her bulimia. That’swhat | was prepared for. That' swhat | was thinking about, prying up the bolts,
sawing through them, tapping them back.

Now I’ d give anything for something as Smple as an eating disorder.

I”’m not prepared to deal with adaughter whose been selling her blood by the pint.

“Where d you find pinegpple?’ | say, joining Twit and Rose on their wade down memory lane while
Isuzu pullsatowd around hersdlf.

“Wel I'll be...”

“Sure, it'salittlegross, but...”

“What | wouldn't give,” | begin, and then regret it immediately. | can’t sop my brain from doing the
math. Everywhere | look, theticker in my head ticks, tallying up what this mess must have cog,
trandating it into fangs nipping at those tender young thighs, hidden now by terry cloth, but till klieg-litin
my imagination. How did she charge? By the ounce? By the second?

Vampires—as arule—do not blush.

Vampires—as arule—do not get red in the face.

Volcanoes, of course, spend most of their geologic livesnot erupting. It sjust every now and then, when

the conditions are right, when the tectonics are dl pushing in the right direction and the magma beginsto
rise...wdll, it just can't be helped.

“Jesus, Marty, what’ swrong?’

It' s Twit. She' s skewered something on the end of something and has turned around to gross me out,
the mischievous grin dready stitched on her face—when she gets alook atmy face and stops dead. Rose
and Isuzu look, too. Their faces confirm it. There' s something wrong with me.

“What?' | ask.

Isuzu grabsamirror and handsit to me.

Jesus...

| 1ook like the top of an old-fashioned thermometer. Not the mercury kind, the other. The kind with the
red stuff insgde and alittle glass bulb at the end. My face looks like that bulb.

“Marty?’ Rose says, trying to catch my eyes. And | can fed each dot of that hanging ellipsis, am staring
over the diff of that dangling question mark.



Without saying aword, | flick up the minimum amount of terry cloth necessary to show this sngpshot:

Thigh. Scars.

I am my face at Rose’ sface and push it just atouch forward. A gesture meant to mean:Get it. Put it
together. And—maybe—hep mewith this.

Rose' s eyes say,Oh, followed by her mouth mouthing the same thing. And then—just in case | had any
worries about Rose' s fedings toward | suzu—all the borrowed blood in her starts rising to her cheeks.

| nod.
She nods.

Okay—that’ swhat our nods mean.

Plan B.

Apart of meisrdieved.

Obvioudy, I'll haveto kill the bastards who did this. And it’ sarelief to have an excuse for murder again.
Killing issomething | can do. | know how it works. I'm comfortable with it. Sure, the newer parts of my
brain—the nonlizard parts—know that murder iswrong, and I’ ve spent alot of timeforcing the rest of
my nervous system to go along with that understanding. Usudly. For the most part. Therewasthat one

time-out to dispose of Clarissa skillers, bui....
But domestication doesn’'t come free.

Before the change, there was atheory about where alergies come from, and why, despite advancesin
health care and pollution control, allergies and asthmawere on therise. The theory was, absent anything
better to do, the immune system turnson itself. | think that’ swhat it’s been like with me and murder.
When I’'m not hunting, my brain goes after itself, making me paranoid, anxious, overprotective. And what
has this paranoia, anxiety, and overprotectiveness gotten me? A daughter who' s ablood whore.

So maybe thiswill all work out. A few murderswill do usall aworld of good. All | need now issome
names.

But back to Plan B.
What, you may wonder,is Plan B?

According to Rosg, this:

Takemy littleange and knock her to the bathroom floor. Take my little darling and Sit on her chest. Pull
aswitchblade dipped in some industrid-strength anti-coagulant, and mutter, “ Fess up, bitch,” followed by
what the switchblade dready implies, “...or die”



Rose apparently has been looking for an excuseto let the lizard off the leash, too. And though | don’t
think Dr. Spock would approve of her methods, | do have to admit their effectiveness.

“It'snot how it looks,” Isuzu blurts.
Y eah, right. Pull the other one.
Rose teases out just abead of blood. Isuzu winces.

“Fuck,” 1suzu says, biting into the word with her blunt human teeth. “Y ou,” she adds, followed by, “I'm
no blood tramp. | love him. He loves me. He does mefavors. It's...”

It's not acash business, she wantsto say. And in her position, I'd want to say the samething. Except |
don’t know the fanged dick owner behind that tiny little pronoun “him.” | don’'t know if certain “favors’
have afixed cash vaue.

| nod. Twit agrees. Rose does, too.

And another bead of blood gets teased out, after which Isuzu becomes a string of numbers. Phone.
Pager. Address. Email. License plate. Whatever. ID. Identification. The collection of unique lettersand
numbersthat sum up to this so-caled him.

“Call him,” Isuzu demands. “He scool. We re cool. We havean...”

And we'real waiting for it. I, as would-be parent. Rose, as would-be parent’ s would-be partner. And
Twit, as would-be friend, the one excluded from the tightest, most important circle, thefriend lied to by
not being confided in.

“...understanding,” |suzu concludes.
And that'sdl it takes to squash alittle bug named Antoinette.

Twit’ sface crumples and she throws something invisible down. She muttersa®Fuck you,” and then runs
away asfast as her stubby little legswill take her.

I look at Rose, and she looks at 1suzu. Shrug. Shrug.

Weall look at the Twit-shaped hole left where Twit used to be.

My first thought is that 1suzu has become one of those people who think soap operas are real, and treat
the characterslike members of their own family. My second thought isthat it serves me right, making her
aprisoner, limiting her contact with othersto this claustrophobic little circle of ours. My third thought is
that the scars are sdlf-inflicted. If | recall correctly, the same middle-class white girlswho used to sarve
themselves to desth aso had atendency to cut themselves, even before it was sexy—ittle test cuts, to
et attention, or to get ready for that last, big cut.

I’m thinking al this, by theway, because suzu has just led Rose and meinto the living room and
switched onthe TV asaway of introducing usto this boyfriend she has an understanding with. Little
Bobby Little of The Little Bobby Little Show. Theword “live’ floatsin the upper right-hand corner, and,



below it, Little Bobby Little—six, maybe seven—working so hard at being cute, it'slike hislife depends
onit. Which, according to Isuzu, it does.

Ordid.
Isuzu points a theword “live,” says, “Bullshit.”
Little Bobby Littleisal grown up now. Bobby—Robert—was vamped when he turned twenty, and

they’ ve got tape of hiswholeliferight up until that point, though they’ Il probably never broadcast anything
past histhirteenth birthday. Not on network TV, at least.

“Too much jerking off,” she explains, before going on to explain that the masturbation tapesare
available—for pay, online, under thetitleCrankin’ 1t Big Time with Jmmy Biggs. They’ ve dso got tapes
devoted to his bowe movements, in which he' sknown as Gomer Pyles, and footage in which acneisthe
unifying theme, where he' s credited as Johnny Zitz.

“ ‘Fetishigic nogtagia,’ ” Isuzu says, quoting her multiple-persondity boyfriend. “ Hislife' s been edited
down to smaler and smaller subcategories of vampire porn.”

Y eah, yeah. Right. Boo-hoo. That <till doesn’t change the fact that this swinging dick’ s been bleeding my
littlegirl. Literdly.

And then therewas Billy “the Bull” Lima

“They weregoing to cdl him Andy Rexia, or maybe Benji Purger, but...”

“Purger” sounded too much like“perjure,” and dlusionsto anorexiawere not strictly accurate. It was
the binging part of the tapes that apped ed to those vampires nursing that particular sense of loss. And
they ateit up, watching “Billy” shovding it in, saying their bon voyages to the gustatory world by proxy.
The purging sceneswere implied in the cut made for thisaudience, just like the sex scenes from my
childhood, replaced with waterfals, fireworks, trains barreling through tunndls.

It wasBilly that Isuzu met online.Billy who knew what it was like to know about al the lossesthat were
coming.Billy who' d been there, done that, could sympathize, fecilitate, and advise.

And it was Bobby who knew what it wasliketo livein aworld as both pet and meat, to be held captive
for your own good, to play at playing, to smulate childhood in self-defense,

It' s both of them—Billy, Bobby—I fed like killing now, for what they’ re making me, in retrospect.
“How?’ | begin. “When?’

“Twit,” Isuzu says.

| don't understand and say 0. Isuzu explains.

“I’d say Twit was coming over while you were, you know,” she says. “And it wastrue, every other time.
And then two for every one, and then three. The true part just kept getting smdler until it kinda

disappeared.”

Just like Twit, just now. It seemsmy little girl istaking after her father, after all—at least in the disposable



friendship department.

“Did Twit know shewas your cover?’ | ask, aready knowing the answer, or at least thinking | do.
“I don't think s0,” Isuzu says, honestly puzzling over it. “ Shedid Sart getting suspicious, though.”
“Wanting to know why you weren't seeing her anymore,” | say, guessing doud.

“Morelikewhy wasit awaystheeft leg with us,” Isuzu says. Sheinches up abit of terry cloth, exposing
theleg in question. More paired puncture wounds, just agrin gpart. Just asmdler grin apart. ..

And just like that, my heart wrapsitsalf around the axle, and the brakes won't work. | turn toward
Rose, looking for help from my intended, my anchor, my beloved, my...

...God!

Shejust looked away!

My heart’s pumping nothing but poison, now. Poison. And pictures. And just one question:
“Youknew 7" Thisisme, to Rose.

And Rose, to me: “Y ou mean you didn't? Jeesuz, Marty. What did you think they were doing? Playing
with dolls?’

Um. Wéell. Kinda.
“Um,” | say. “Wdll...”

“Just grow up, dready.”

27
Emergency Sex

Twitian't alast-waver.

She' stasted the blood of fear, the sweet juice of morta panic. So it isn't curiosity—at least not about
that. Plus, they knew each other, and neither was in a position to terrorize the other. A threatening
gesture would be viewed as ajoke. Trust me; | know.

What | haven't factored in, accounted for, or even imagined isthat love can flavor blood just aswell as
fear. Love, affection, honest, wholehearted trust, honestly felt in the face of potentially dangerous
acts—these make themsalves known in the bloodstream as well asthe face, the word, the casud
gesiure.

“ ‘It tasteslike akisson theforehead,” ” Rose says, quoting Twit. She doesthisto explain, to excuse.
She doesn't know that the description aoneis breaking my heart al over again.



“I see” | say, biting my lip, betrayed by my own blood thistime, trickling down my chin for a second or
two before the wound hedls.

“Don’t bethat way,” Rose whispers, cupping the back of my neck, pulling my forehead to her
forehead.

“What way’sthat?’ | ask, pulling back.

Isuzu’ s gone at the moment, having left through the door | opened for her. It's cold outside and her
breath will show, but I’m cold inside, too—colder than even afew minutes ago—and I’ m finding it hard
to care. And anyway, she staken acell phone. Bobby or immy or Dickie—whoever the fuck he
is—will be at the front door of our building, will honk twice, will hold the passenger door open as Isuzu
runs, holding her breath, wearing her dark glasses. They’ll drive off into the moonset.

Rose looks me in the eye and the way she' sgot her mouth s&t, | swear, it' samogt asifshe’ smad atme.

“Ligten,” she says, cupping me behind the neck again, but squeezing thistime. Hard. Angry. She fixes
those black holes on me. “ Girlshave sex,” she says, her teeth gritting, her hand squeezing harder. “They
suck. Dick. Blood. They eat. And if they’ re very lucky, they’ re esten in return.”

“Youdon't haveto...”

“No. | do,” Roseingds. “I think | do.” She pauses, then goes on. “ They et people you know and
people you' ve never heard of do things you don’t want to know about for whatever goddam reason they
fed like. Evenif it sdangerous. Evenif it’s stupid, because, you know, it’ stheir choice.”

“Youredly don't...”

“Shut up,” Rose snaps, before going on, talking to meliketheidiot I'm arting to fed like. “But the one
thing they don’t do istell their fathers about any of this. And you know why?”

“They don't want to get smacked into next Tuesday?’

“No,” Rose says. “It’'s because theylove their fathers. And theyunderstand their fathers. And theydon’t
want tohurt their fathers, like you' re hurting now.”

Where do women get this? Isit from some book? Can it be rounded up and burned?
“Remember when you asked me how many partners|’ve had?’

| nod.

“Remember what | said?’

“Mind my own busness?’

“After that.”

“*None’ ” | say. “You said, ‘None...that matter now.” ”

“Exactly,” Rose says. “I’m not into torture, and neither islsuzu. And somethings are best left unsaid.”



| pause. Nibble my lip. Open my mouth. Closeit. Open it again.

“There were enough to torture me with?’ | ask, zeroing in with deadly accuracy on what matters
most—my ego. “ There werethat many?’

And | can't say for sure, but from the way the light swims over the blackness of Rose' seyes, I'd swear
ghe'sralling them.

Rose and | have never doneit in my rea gpartment before, but we have to now. It'semergency sex. It's
the sex you have because if you don't, in twenty-four hours you start to stop being acouple. Oh, you
don't fall gpart dl at once, but you start to. Thelittle seeds of resentment fall into the sdewalk crack, and
pretty soon, the pavement splits open, the potholes form, the bumpy ride gets going in earnest.

By the way, if someoneinterrupts you during emergency sex, it goddam better be an emergency.

“Did you hear that?’ Rose asks, though somewhat muffled, thanks to the proximity of my neck to her
mouth.

“Huh?’

But before she can repest hersdlf, | hear it too. A knock. A strangely bass knock, the knock of
someone knocking at aparticularly low point on the door.

“Twit,” we say together and—perhaps because it rhymes—“shit...”

| Sigh, hedl, pull on arobe. Pad barefoot from the bedroom, through the living room, to the front door.

“Wewerefucking, Twit,” | say, throwing open the door. “What do you want?’

But it'snot Twit.

It'slsuzu, on al fours, ahand cupped to her neck. Blood is spilling between her fingers, tracking back
down the hdll, staining the walls here and there with the shape of what are redlly very smal hands. Very
delicate. Very ladylike. Very...dying...hands.

“Chrid...”

“Help...”

“Me...”

“Tell Twit wewere fucking,” Rose cdls from the bedroom.

“It's...,” | try, pulling Isuzu ingde, pushing the door closed. “It'snat...,” | try again, clicking through a
half dozen dead bolts.



“It' snotwhat 7’ Rose demands, striding into the living room, defiantly naked, displaying what our
presumed rude intruder will never have. It doesn’'t take her long to recognize her mistake. “Holy shit!”
she blurts. She' sat Isuzu's sde even before dl the syllables have gotten out. “Wheat the hell happened?’
Asif itisn't dready obvious, savefor the particulars of how and who.

“Hewasn't home,” Isuzu says. “Hedidn’t answer his phone.”

“Here” Rose says. “ Squeeze here” She pinches my fingersto the gash before leaving and returnswith a
needle and thread. As she worksto close the wound, something she' s apparently done before, | notice
what at first | take to be a particularly hideous broach clinging to Isuzu’ s swesater. Upon closer
ingpection, | realize my mistake. Broach, no. Ear, yes. | flick up awing of her hair, first on the left, and
then on theright. Check. Check.

“Wall, at least you got yourself asouven...” | pause. Clear my throat.”...ear,” | say, plucking the awful
thing from her sweater, checking the torn edgesfor signs of recondgtitution. It doesn’t usudly happen with
piecesthissmdl, but every so often you can grow something useful out of what' sleft. And sure enough,
there’ s some fresh flesh spreading out from where the ear leaves off, dough white, alittle clammy. It
occursto methat | should put it in abucket with some blood, maybe grow us alittle police sketch of the
perpetrator.

“Canyou identify him?” | ask.

“Her,” 1suzu manages.

“I'll takethat asayes,” | say, squeezing the damned thing in my hand until al the juice runs out.

“I'm trying to work here,” Rose reminds us, tugging another gtitch tight.

Her.

“What?’

“Yousad ‘her.” The person who attacked you. She wasn't ahim. Shewasaher.”
“Did | say that?’

“Yes”

“Hmmm.”

“What' sthat supposed to mean?’

“Nothing,” Isuzu says. “ Just hmmm.”



“Can you describe her?’ | ask.

“Why?

Hmmm. | would have guessed that was a straight-up yes-or-no question. Guess not.
“What do you mean, why?’

“Why do you want to know what shelooks like?’

“Because, you know,” | say. “Sol can...”

“Teach Twit alesson,” Rose says, making us both turn.

“Excuseme?’

“How'dyou...?

“I’'m just wondering how the little freak got anywhere near your neck.”

“She caught me by surprise with ahead butt to the ssomach, and when | doubled over, shejust sort of
clamped on,” lsuzu says. “But how’d you know?’

“I’m the one who sewed you up,” Rose says. “ And those bite marks were too small to come from a
full-grown anything.” Rose pausesto take adrag off an imaginary cigarette, something she hasn’t done
sance our first few dates together. She exhades aplume of imaginary smoke.

“Plus, you did the bitch dirt. She had to get even somehow.”

“| didn’t mean to hurt anyone,” Isuzu says. “Y ou know that, right?’

Sure. Okay,| think, and it’slike my brain’ sthe remote control for Rose’s mouth.

“Sure. Okay,” she says, using the exact same“Y ou're so full of shit” tone | was thinking.

No, redly,| think, aiming thisone at Isuzu, who chimesin on cue.

“No, redly,” shesays.

| look at Rose, blink, think:Bitch. | look at Isuzu, blink, think:Uber bitch. Megabitch. Bitch and a half.

“Yeah,” Rosesghs, instead. “Yeah, | know.”

She gives Isuzu' s shoulder a good-natured shake as | suzu winces, and cups ahand to her freshly sewn
wound.

“Human, here,” she says, through gritted teeth. “Human ill in pain here...”

“Ohjeez,” Rosesays, pressing her fingersto her lips. “I’'m sorry.”



“I keep forgetting how long you guystaketo hed,” she adds, making apoint of looking right a me.

Isuzu’ swounds are messy, but not life-threatening—orafterlife -threatening, for that metter. But they get
me thinking. Until tonight, | dwaysimagined that I’ d be the one to vamp her when thetime
came—thatl’ d be the first and only oneto taste her mortal blood. | imagined it tenderly, likea
father-daughter moment on the daughter’ swedding day. There d be advice, the rules she already knew,
thelists of things she no longer had to fear, now that she was no longer prey. I’ d usethe inside of her
wrig—neutrd territory, but territory always visble to the owner, the last scar her body would ever
know, a constant reminder of yourstruly, her more-or-less dad. Her father-in-blood, if not her blood
father, the one she got her new eyes and smilefrom.

Now | found mysdlf stlanding in alinel never even knew existed. If | decide not to vamp her, to let her
stay mortal and run out her clock—out of spite, say, or asense of betraya—she' s got backups ready to
do thejobin my place.

Widl, maybe...

| start wondering about that, too. The opportunity has clearly presented itsdlf, over and over again, with
Twit, with Mr. Whomever, turning my little Trooper into a constellation of scar tissue. And each of those
scarsisano.

Anot yet.
But whoseno isit?

Has Isuzu decided sheisn't ready? Does she want to be older than the heartbreaking perfection sheis
now, at eighteen? |s there more of the world she wantsto taste? | s there a pound or two more she needs
to lose, afew hundred more st-upsto tighten that ssomach? Isthere something elseinsde—alittle ache,
alittle weirdness she wantsto fix before fixing her body for good? Is she waiting for the perfect
moment—the one she'll recognize only when it passesinto aless perfect one, the one that will render al
others unacceptable, thanks to the memory of the something better, now lost? Will she Catch-22 herself
into the dull misery of having waited too long?

Or istheno coming from the other direction? Is blood that tastes like akissto the forehead such a
revelation that you can't imagine life without it?sit addictive, like dl things having to do with love?

Or are thesenoes redllyyesses to aquestion | wouldn't have thought to ask until tonight? Isit something
kinky, something sexudl, some agreed-upon sadomasochistic thing? My mind flashes on various
|eather-bound nightmares:

Isuzu and...

Isuzu and...

Isuzu and...

And the ky is getting pink in the east. Timing. What an awful time to be heading off to dreamland. Isuzu,

all messed up and nowhereto go, lies curled up on the couch, exhausted from the radical secretectomy
performed this evening, without benefit of anesthesa. Rose brushes a curl away from Isuzu’ s deeping



forehead, and looks up at me. She' s beat, worn out, ready for bed. Still, she managesto find anew smile
for me. It safor-better-or-worse smile. A through-thick-or-thin one.

It' sayou-"n’'-me-buddy smile. And Isuzu makesthree.
Rose gets up from the couch, crosses the living room, takes my hand.

“C’'mon, Dad,” she says, tugging me and al my bad thoughts into the sheltering dark of the bedroom.

28
The Perfect Bluefor the Blues

My first ideaisto go Joan of Arc on that Malibu Barbie car she drives—the one with the jacked-up seat
and blocks on the pedds. Poking holesin fudl linesis even easier than veins, and brakes bregk just like
they did before, when Clarissa slast killer found himsdf slamping at the floorboard without so much asa
sguesk of resistance. Snip, snip—that’ sal it takes, and then we can al gather round the tube to find out
what Twit'smiddie nameis.

But that’ sjust me, thinking like adad instead of avampire.

Isuzu is il dive. Messed up, sure, but the little twerp Ieft her alive enough to crawl back hometo get
patched up. Twit'savampire and I’'m avampire and Isuzu’ sgtill being diveisavampire s message.
Letting her crawl away after latiching on—thatwas a choice. In spite of whatever anger Twit may have
been fedling, the part of her that cared for | suzu managed to say, “ Stop,” and she did. Rose saw it before
| did. And even Isuzu knew, protecting Twit and gritting her teeth while the needle went in, came out,
went inagain.

Maybe Twit' s hoping I’ Il do something rash. Maybe her pint-sized heart has had enough, and is counting
on the vengeful daddy to do its dirty work. | can understand that. I’ ve been there; | know how being
immortal can make ablue night seem likeit’sgoing to last forever. Hell, if it wasn't for that fedling, I'd
never havefound Isuzuin thefirst place.

| guessit doesn't hurt that I’ ve dways kindaliked Twit.

It'sher anger. The beauty of it. The purity. No gpologies. No excuses. No hemming or hawing. Piss her
off, and shejust letsfly. Maybe it's easier to explode when the whole world expects you to. But when
you're haf the sze of everybody else and you' restill the one people tiptoe around—how can younot love
that?

Maybe there' sapart of methat feels just as betrayed as Twit. Just as angry. Maybe there' sapart of me
that’sglad shedid what | can't. I'm not saying that’ sthe case. I'm just saying | don’t know—and killing
someone with aMaybe that big just hanging out there...no.

Sowhat | doisthis: | paint her blue.
I’ve dready mentioned how humiliation playsabig rolein the vampirelegd system. Stockades are

popular again. Ditto, tar and feathers. Stoning, but with dildoes. Scarlet |etters spelling out whole scarlet
words, complete with 800 numbersto cal if the troublemaker starts making trouble again.



So yeah. Blue. That'sthe color of Twit’ sfuture.

| got the idea from those dye packs they use to discourage bank robberies. They ran a photo in theFree
Pressthe night before Twit needed killing—two clown-white wannabe crooks, their hair blown back and
stuck with dried dye, their faces freckled with the stuff. Something like that should do thetrick, | figure,
but in spray form. Something | can aim, get alittle creative with.

But when | get to the hardware store, | can't find anything as Smple as plain blue spray paint.
Cornflower—that’ s what they’ ve got. Robin’s Egg. Cerulean. Cobdt. Midnight...

But no Smurf. No Oompah Loompah. No Choking Victim.

“What' sthe project?’ ahelpful hardware guy asks out of the...well, you know. He s peering over my
shoulder, just ateenager, with greasy jet black hair hanging in front of hisjet black eyes. A tattooed hand
reaches up from insde his shirt, its tattooed fingers permanently wrapped around his paper white neck.
Hewears his collar unbuttoned, displaying dl that blue-green angst to aworld that could careless.

| wonder whether he got it done before—or after.

“What we looking for?’ he adds—till helpful, still strangling in that cartoon grip.

Andsol tdl him.

“Judtice” | say.

The helpful hardware guy lets out asmile. It' sasmile that knows—that' s been there, done that. Still
amiling, he reaches past me and grabs a can from the shelf. “Here you go, my man,” he says. “The
perfect blue for the blues.” Heflipsthe canintheair, catchesit one-handed. He nudges me, one broken

heart to another.

“Give’er an extracoat for me,” he says, handing over the paint like aloaded gun.

And soitisl find mysdf Stting on top of Twit, shaking acan of Azure Sky, the perfect blue for revenge.
Twit' sjust about given up squirming, and I'm il listening to the ball bearing rattle, giving my little
Screamer plenty of timeto close whatever she does’t want painted blue.

“Reedy?’

“Fuck you...”

“Coal.”

I hold her hair back and start with the forehead. Hsssst. Hsssst. Hsssst. The paint sounds like snakes
coming out. | do the cheeks next, then one side of the nose, followed by the other. | give her an extra
coat for the hardware guy. Her hands are spread out on the floor, pinned, one under each foot. | givethe
left ashot. Theright. By thetime I’ m done, she'll ook like asky blue Al Jolson with fangs.

Shake. Rattle. Spray.



Stll dtting on top of her, waiting for the Sky to dry, it occursto methat thisisthefirst timewe ve been
alonetogether. It occursto methat it's probably the last, too.

“Twit?’
“What?’
“Can | ask you something?’

“*What wasit? ” Twit guesses. “What kind of disease had to be cured by turning meinto what I've
been turned into?” She saysthisdowly, like anidiot or robot, |etting me know thatmy something isthe
same somethingeveryone asks people like her. Eventudly. When they can get aword in between the
screams.

| nod before redlizing anod' s not the easiest thing to see, what with me sitting on top of her. And so |
say, “Yeah,” clearing the path for the story she' s either never told anyone or told athousand times.

“It was anasty case of ill being dive,” Twit says. “That' swhat | had. That was my disease. Thiswas
right around the time my sister and mom caught anasty case of being dead, which made my condition
stand out al the more.” She pauses, assembling the blocks of her story, or maybe just catching her
bresth, what with me pressing down on her tiny lungs.

“My dad had just gotten the gift from one of your vampirellas a one of his after-work watering holes,”
she continues. “ Some down-river dive called Teezers. | think your girl Rose ill worksthere.” 1 wonder
if Twit can fed me clenching. “Hell, could ve been her for al | know,” she continues, andso dol.

“She' d' ve been Dad' stype—skinny, tiny tits, asmirk so fullafuck-you it an’'t even funny.”

She saying thisto torture me, I'm pretty sure. What with me pinning her down, her voiceisthe only
weapon she' sgot.

“I"m saying this because that’ swhat my mom waslike,” Twit goeson, asif reading my mind and
deciding to set it sraight. “ Before she got killed with my sigter, that is.” She pauses, moves her bones
around.

“They werejust doing errands,” she says. “ They were just coming back from the mall when some guy
whose cocktail hour started at ninein the morning T-bones’ em at an intersection.”

| say I'm sorry, and Twit letsme.

“None of uswere night people when it happened, not that it would' ve hel ped much, the messthey
ended up.” Twit pauses, reconsders. “Well, maybe they wouldn't have been driving around for that
assholeto kill inbroad daylight, but...” She pauses again, what-iffing hersalf into temporary silence.

“Woulda, coulda, shoulda,” | whisper, to pry her loose.

“ After it happened iswhen my dad starts acquiring after-work watering holes, and ‘ after work” just
darts getting longer and longer. Eventudly, it happens. He gets recruited. He doesn’t come home all
night, or the following day, and the baby-sitter starts going ape shit around midnight, cdling dl the
hospitals just like she did when my mom and sister didn’t come back.Not again —that’ swhat she's
thinking. Her mom and her end up doing shiftswith me, until Dad finally sumblesin looking like he's seen



aghogt and wearing apair of sunglasses. The Sitter gets ahundred in twentiesfrom awallet | don't
recognize, and my dad understands when she says she’ snot going to be available anymore, ever.

“It' s after the door closesthat my dad says he’ snot losing anybody else” Twit says. “He sayshe
doesn't haveto, and so he' snot. And that’ swhen it happens. | wasjust eight. | didn’t know. And my
dad was a brand-new night person, so he didn’t really know, either. This was before—before being
short and vocd was arecognized thing. We—me and my dad and the whole rest of the world—we
kindalearned together.”

“So, what happened to your dad?’ | ask, perhaps abit more urgently than | should, seeing as|’m adad
inthe middle of adad thing, semiavenging my semidaughter.

“Well, you know,” Twit says, asif | do.
| don't. | say s0.

“He brought me stuff,” Twit says, “likeamommabird. | wasavirgin to the hunt, and hislittle girl, and he
was going to keep it that way. But then | got older, and curious, and Started sneaking out.” She Sighs.
Remembers. Smiles. Stops.

“He got suspicious when | never seemed to be hungry anymore. * Anni€ —my dad never called me Twit;
he dways cdled me Annie— Annie’ hesays, ‘how old areyou? And | tell him. *Nineteen, my
eight-year-old face says. And he says hefigures that’ s old enough. So we start hunting together. Start
hunting, and stop talking. | think it wasthe sght of me, hislittle girl, killing. Sentences became phrases
became one-syllable words. And then he starts leaving me notes, grounding me for one made-up crime
or another. So | wrote my own note, telling him what he could do with his rules and roof.”

| don’t mention the pink puddles between Twit’ s blue hands.

“I tried going back once,” she says. Sniffs. “It wasjust apile of black lumber. My house. Our old house.
| asked around. Got the same answer a couple of times. Some fredlance Buffy. Some son of an entree,

Qgetting even.”

I’'msorry, | say, and Twit letsme.

Thanksfor not killing 1suzu.”

I’m il Stting on top of Twit when | say this, even though she stopped squirming along timeago. | try
getting up, but she starts al over again, just enough to force me back down. And | can fedl her bones
welcoming it, this poor excuse for human contact. It' s pressure, at least. It sthe weight of abody on top
of hers. Theré sno desireinit, just deadweight and a couple of butt cheeks, but you know what they say
about beggars.

The pink puddles—by the way—have gotten alittle bigger.
“Y ou could have done a better job raising her,” Twit sniffs.

“Yeah,” | say, shaking the can of paint just to hear the ball bearing rattle alittle more. “Woulda, coulda,
shoulda”



Twit 9ghsand | sgh back.
| tossthe can at awastebasket and sink the shot.
“Thanksfor not killing me,” Twit says.

She rubs a blue hand under her blue nose before adding, “1 guess.”

29
Little Bobby Little

Imagine your daughter—your angel, your sunshine—coming home one night, deflowered. Imagine that
the sametime you learn this, you aso find out she' s been having an affair with adwarf haf her sze.
Imaginethat prior to this, your big concern vis-avis your daughter was that shewasinvolved in an
unhedlthy relationship with food, her finger, and the toilet. Imagine that after the bloodletting (both
figurativeand literal) everybody more or less makes nice. Imagine that you—you lucky siff you—are
about to meet the boyfriend/deflorist for thefirgt time.

Imagineredly needing to vomit, but having dl the wrong plumbing.

“Do | look okay?’

Thisis Rose, to me, but looking in the mirror. Oh yeah, there sthat, too. Imagine that the rapist/future
son-in-law is something of acelebrity. Severa cdebrities, in fact, ranging from famous to infamous and
back again. Imagine that your maybe-wife has been acting dl girlish and starstruck for the last two nights,
preparing for your little téte-a-téte.

Seevomit, comma, inability to.

“Isthat agray hair?’

“What?’

“Kidding. You look fine

“Redly?

We re old-school vampires. We' real products of unnatural selection, survival of the cutest. We'redl
young and beautiful And we dl look fine.

Ontheoutsde, at least.

But ped away alittle of that stuff we grow over our skeletons—that stuff that stands between usand
every day being Halloween—ped that away, and we' re al bratsfrom hell. We dl imagine oursdves
immortal, and we' re right. We ve created aworld of divas and jocks, pretty boys and pretty girlswith
bodies that won't quit and looks that’ [| never fade, immune to the vengeance of time and itslessons, too.



But don’t mind me. I’'minamood.
“So when's our creegp—I mean, guest, supposed to be here?’
“Suzi saysmidnight, whichit dmost is” Rose says. “ So get amoveon.”

Ever ancethe Book of Revelation, Rose hastaken to caling Isuzu “ Suzi” —a development | donot
endorse.

“Youmean‘lsuzu.’ ”
“Whatever.”
“Any ideas on what the guy’ s moniker du jour happensto be?’

“Robert, Rob, or Bob—but not Bobby,” Rose says. “ And redlly notL.ittle Bobby,” she adds, il
preening, still primping, still pissng me off.

“Fussy littlefuck, en?’
Rose bounces alook at me from the mirror. “Y ou’ re getting it dl out now—isthat the plan?’

| love it when the other person comes up with the excuse you haven't been able to come up with
yoursdlf.

“Yep,” | say. “That' sthe plan.”

“Okay,” Rose says, turning to faceme. “Let "er rip.”

“Rip?’

“Haveat it,” shesays. “Here. I'll even get you started. ‘He' sso dickless...”—blank.”
“Okay,” | say. “He' sso dickless...even aKen doll’ s better hung.”

“Again”

“He' s dickless...he'sgot aninny.”

“Agan.

“The only way he can maintain an erection iswith Popsicle sticks and duct tape.”
“Okay.”

“The only way he can get awoman wet iswith ahose.”

“l said, ‘Okay." ”

“When he was born, he was so ugly, the doctor dapped his mother...”



“Stop.Finito. Cease and desist.”

“You dtarted it.”

“Okay,” she says, gathering breath. “He' sadickless, ball-less, gutless, spindess, goat-fucking pederast
from the bad part of hell.But.” Sheaims her finger a me like agun, like that means anything.

“Suziloves him, andthat’ sthat.”
“ ISJZU.”

“Whatever.”

He comesin wearing black leather pants, ablack silk shirt, black silk tie, and black leather suit coat.
He' s dso wearing wire-rimmed glasses with black lenses, and has aruby stud in the earlobe | can see.
He stands so hisfaceisin three-quarter profile, the better to see the strong line of hisjaw.

“Mr. Kowaski, | presume.”

Y es, you do,I think.Y ou redlly fucking do.

“You can cdl me Martin.”

“Okay, Marty.”

“No,” | say. |l said, Martin.”

Rose pinches me strong enough to spring alesk; | ignoreit.
“Okay,” Robert says. “Martin.”

“Have any trouble finding the place?’ Rose asks, waliting to take his coat, to no avail. She sandstherea
second too long with her hands out, then feigns smoothing her clothes.

“Nope,” Robert says. “Been here before.”

Yes| think,but you were actudly invitedthistime.

“Wel, that’sgood,” Rose says. “Comein. Takeaload off.”

“Suzi around?’ Robert asks, doing a survelllance-camera sweep of the living room.
“Isuzu,” | say, “isin the bathroom.”

“She il doing thet?”

“Urinating?’ | say, feigning ignorance. “Yes. Y ou know what pissers those mortals can be.”

“Tell meabout it,” not—Little Bobby says. “I’ ve got one of those new apartments? Y ou know, like one



that was built after? So, like, there’ sno toilet, right? So, like, the first time she’ sover, | gottagive Suzi a
bucket she can takein the closet. And it’ s like she' s peeing on top of adrum, it echoes so bad. She
comesout and | go, like, ‘Jeezus, girl,; and she goes, ‘ You heard? and I'mlike, ‘Yeah. Duh...” ”

| look a Rose, whose lack of being impressed isimpressve. | do alittle thing with my mouth out of
Robert’ sview, alittle smirk thing, and Rose doesiit back. Trandation:Jerk? Y ep. Jerk.

Cool. One crush down. Oneto go. And | didn’t even haveto do any heavy lifting.

“So, Robbie” | say. “Robbie’ was not explicitly ruled out, and | figure | might aswell exploit the
loophole. “That' s quite some story, first thing in the door.”

Andjust like that, the EKG of hisgrin flatlines.

“Ohjeez,” hegoes. “That waskindagross, wasn't it?’

Rose and | do not nod. We don’'t have to. Robbie kegps going on his own.

“And...and personal and stuff. | shouldn’t...l don’'t know what...I’'m sor...” Heregroups. “I'm just red
nervous about thiswhole thing. Suzi...l mean, 1suzu, she' stold me dl about you and how you found her
and raised her and how you'relike practicaly agod asfar as she's concerned and...”

Fucker. Cheap-ass, sneak-that-compliment-in-there-so-1-go-all-warm-and-fuzzyfucker.

“Isuzuredly saidthat 7’ | say. “That I'm likeagod?’

“Wall, like Jesus, anyway,” Robert says. “Y ou know, being her savior and dl.”

| smilein spite of mysdlf. Maybe. ..

“So, Robert,” Rose says, picking up the dack |eft by yourstruly, “any ideawhere Suzi picked up the
Karen Carpenter routine?’

“Excuse me?’

Rose—my angd, my tombstone—ddicately shoves agood part of one hand down her throat in
demondration.

“Oh,” Mr. Little says, apparently feding even more like his name than just afew secondsago. “Um,” he
ums. “Wel,” hewdls.

“Um, well,” Rose echoes. “Yes?’
“| guessit waskindame, | guess.”
Rose' ssmileissutured in place, and | can seewhat | didn't see before: that she worried that maybeshe

was the source of Isuzu’ s bull-something. The hinge of her jawbone shifts asif chewing, and her lidsdrop
over the black marbles of her eyes—awilled, ddiberate blink, accepting the new information, sedling it

avay.

“And you guessthatwhy 7" Rose asks, opening her eyes on the last word, aiming al that shiny blackness



at our little guest.

“Shedtarted it,” Robbie says. “ She asked what it was like, knowing in advance you' re gonna be
vamped. | just told her what | went through, isall.”

I look at Rose; Rose looks at me. Isuzu has asked both of us similar questions over the years. Like:
What would we have done if we' d known in advance? Followed by: What did we miss most about being
mortal? She asked the same questions over and over—in part, | think, because our answers kept
changing. | remember saying oncethat | missed the fed of resting my head on acool pillow—missed
being ableto regiter that differencein temperature, no matter how flegtingly. Other times, it was
swesting. Other times, it was smoking. Or agood dump, agood piss. There was food—obvioudy, there
was food—but | mixed it up with other stuff, too, like sunshine, and birds, eyesthat saved you the
trouble of confessing what you couldn’t put into words. Time, as something that mattered. Death, asa
moativetor.

“If you askedme,” 1suzu says, suddenly appearing therein our midst, “which no one' s bothered to, by
theway. But if you asked me, I’d say dl thistalk about where | got the ideafrom shows a pretty low
regard for my ability to think for mysdf.” She pausesto reved dl her blunt teeth, gritted together ina
forced smile. “But what the hdll do | know?’

“Oh, hey there, Suzi-Q,” Robbie says, dithering an arm around Isuzu’ s shoulder and pulling her infor a
quick, fangless peck on the cheek. “We were just talking about you.”

Isuzu looks at me and crosses her till-crossable eyes—it’ sjust you and me, Marty, just you and
me—before returning Robbi€' s perfunctory kiss.

“So | heard,” she says. “Did you hear me?’

“Of course not,” Robbie says, giving her abear hug that lifts Isuzu off her feet. “ Y ou know | liveto
ignoreyou.”

And then—I swear to God—hewinks. Atme.
“Hejust winked at me,” | say.

“Figures,” Isuzu says, il airbornein Robbie’ sembrace. “Hewinks at everybody.” Pause. “He even
winksin hisemail. Y ou know, that semicolon followed by the parenthesis? | think he averages about two

or three per message.”

“I donot,” Robbieinssts, and then winks at me again. After which, Isuzu winks. And then Robbie winks.
And then they kiss an inch or two deeper than apeck, Isuzu still inthe air, her legs folded up and back. |
get uncomfortable. Rose notices me getting uncomfortable and can't stop hersdf from amiling, not that
she' strying very hard.

Findly, Isuzu and Robbie undock, disengage, decouple as he lowers her back to the floor. And then
they just sand therein their relaive youth—amiling, waiting, daring meto say something parentd.

Me, I'd like to return to the subject of puking, and where the idea came from. Becausg, if you askedme
—which no one has, by the way—but if you asked me, I’d say looking at that happy loving couple
ganding in front of me right now, yeah, that should do it. Plenty of gastrointestind inspiration, right there.



But before | can confessto any of this, or anything ese equdly incriminating, | find mysdlf in the not
unwel come position of having atongue lodged firmly in my cheek. Not my own, of course, but Rose's
prehensile, curlable darter, squirming around, underneath and over my own. Our lipslock with our
vampire suction on high, our cheeks cavein, except for here and there where our wrestling tongues push
back.

Take that!

| can’t usudly read minds, but | can read Rose' sjust now, and that’ swhat she’ sthinking. | know this
because|I’m thinking it, too.

Isuzu and Robbie clap politely, the flats of their fingers tap-tapping the opposite pam.
Robbie: “Touché”
Isuzu: “Bravo.”

Tit has apparently met tat, and now it's smilesal around. Followed by bridge-partner glances, shoe
ingpections, the slence of nobody knowing whoseturnit is, or what to say next.

Fndly:

“Hey,” Isuzu says, “how many vampires doesit take to screw in alightbulb?’
We of the pointy teeth shrug.

“None,” she says, amiling her blunt smile. “Vampires prefer the dark.”

We of the pointy teeth show our pointy teeth in polite grinsthat say:

Ain't that thetruth. ..

One of the problemswith our vampire-ruled world iswe ve never come up with asocid catalyst thet
works aswell as dinner used to. There€ sno main course to compliment, no aromasto trigger anecdotes,
no seeting arrangements planned for minimal or optimal mischief. Sitting around drinking blood just seems
pathetic by comparison. Y ou're finished before you even start, and then it’ sjust abunch of suckers,
sitting around the table, excusdess, waiting for someone to suggest we take it to another room, at which
point the pairing and cliquing starts and thewhole “ Let’ sdl get together around atable’ thing sort of fals
apart.

There' scards, | suppose. A lot of vampires use poker as an excuse for getting together, but it' s not the
same thing. Dinner is—was—about communa nourishment; cards are about winning and losing. Plus,
Isuzu’ s never redlly taken to card games other than her favorite, dapjack. And the image of four adultsall
hovering over apile of cards, their right hands raised like they’ re getting sworn in or something...wdll, a
Norman Rockwell Thanksgiving it ain't. For onething, waiting on thejack isaconversation killer if there
ever was one. And without the conversation, what' sthe point?

The dternative I’ ve come up with isbad movies. Bad, vampiricaly incorrect movies. On DVD. Bad
because, well, good movies are good for conversation only after they’ re done, but abad movie can't



help but be improved by talking through it. My selection for meet-the-parents night isDracula, the Bela
Lugos verson. Isuzu, Rose, and | have laughed our way through it adozen times dready, and I'm
counting on the count to give me apeek at thereal Robert Little.

Bad movies can act as barometers to the soul. Will the other person laugh at the same dumb things? Will
they go for the easy joke? Will they laugh when you spring the sincerity-test joke—the one
that’ snot-funny on purpose, to flush out the fakers and kiss-ups? Will they make someinspired

observation, or go inexplicably teary-eyed, connecting some nothing moment on-screen to some
something moment in their lives? Will hidden depths be reveded, or true shallowness plumbed?

Or maybethey’ll just St politely throughout the movie, knowing they’ re being watched and watching us
back in return, letting out little laughs for those things only one of usfinds funny, and bigger laughsfor
those moments more broadly agreed to aslaughable.

Like: thelittle pause between “drink” and “wine.”

Like: the dry-ice fog, the flip-floppy bat on awire, the cobwebs, candelabra, and cape.

Like: theinevitable peg-0’-my-heart moment.

And then there are the bitswe' ve developed for ourselves, like shouting “Renfield!” dl together
whenever Renfield appears on screen.

Me “Waiter, there' safly in my soup.”
Isuzu: “Only one? Ido gpologize...”
Rose: “Ba-rump bump.”

Robbieflinchesthefirst timewe do it, but catches on, just like he catches on to our habit of adding
“bator,” sotto voce, every time Renfidd usesthe word “master.”

And then Robbie shows me something | wasn't expecting.

“0O000,” hesays, dl on hisown, “that’ s gonnaleave amark,” winning giggles from Isuzu and Rose, but
for me...For me, he' s done the one thing he really shouldn’t have—reminded me of those scars on my
little girl’ sthighs. | look over a him, over there, on the other end of the couch—beaming at having scored
points with two-thirds of the audience, twining hisfingers between Isuzu’ sfingers, both their hands resting
in her lap, aquick squeeze, and a quick squeeze back.

| click off the video and it goes back to regular TV. And what’ sthis? Familiar eyesin ayounger face,
beaming, beaming, beaming. Isit redlythat time dready? And there they go, those familiar eyesin thar
older face—caught, snagged, utterly wrapped up in their younger incarnation, there on the screen,
coming to us*“live,” in quotes, from some safe somewhere, or so the story goes.

Oops.

Oops, and...see?

Not that it' s premeditated—just because | thought about it in advance, thislittle peek into the shallow
heart of Little Bobby Little. Just because | imagined his elbows propped on hisknees and hischin



plopped on hisfids, saring into hisyounger mirror with undisguised affection. Just because | imagined the
disgusted glance Isuzu tosses at him, and its gradud turning into a disgusted stare as the secondstick by
and my little girl getsincreasingly ticked. Just because | imagined it exactly theway it redly played
out—that’ s no reason for saying | plannedit.

I”’m just agood imaginer.

A good imaginer who liked the way hislife was going before Little Bobby Little took abig bite out of it.
“Robert?’ 1suzu says. “Robert, honey, we can dl leaveif you'd liketo whip it out for a crank.”

“Huh?" Robbie says, turning reluctantly away from the screen.

“We vetaked about this” 1suzu says, grabbing the remote, clicking off the object of Robbie’ s affection.
“It'snot an attractive sde.”

“You'reright,” Robbiesays. “I’'m sorry. It'sjudt...” He pauses. “| remember thisone. May |7’ he asks,
pam out.

Isuzu reluctantly surrenders the remote, her whole body warning that whatever he' s remembering better
be good.

“Thanks.” Robbie clicksthe TV back on. “ See that shadow? See how | keep looking away from it?’
We nod.

“That' sthe director. It was a puppy that time. I've got my Snoopy Sweater on, so that meansit wasa
puppy.”

“What was a puppy?’ Rose asks.

Isuzu, | cantell, dready knows—has known, in an abstract way, for awhile, but hasn't put the
information to the actua face, recorded as it was happening. Me, I’ ve already skipped ahead afew
moves, to the part where | lose this round.

“My incentive for being cute,” Robbie says.

“They promised you a puppy for being cute?” Rose says.

“No,” Robbie says, and there it goes—Isuzu’ shand is aready cupping his shoulder. “No,” Robbie
repests, resting his hand on top of 1suzu’s. “They promised me adead puppy fornot being cute.” He
pauses, saring into the screen, waiting.

“There” he says. “ That twitch? That’sme, not being cute enough.”

The* again”—when it comes—comes out alittle strangled. Whoally apropos—I’ m guessng—under the
circumstances.

Beforel joined the service, | met agoofy girl named Dorothy. Dotty-Dot, the other boys caled



her—Dorothy LaM ore-or-L ess. She wore braces—that,apparently, was the crime that earned her the
reputation for being undatable. That, and alaugh that contained no small amount of snorting. Me, | hadn’t
sgned up yet—hadn’t been whipped into shape, courtesy of the U.S. Army. Dumplingesque. Big-boned.
Truth was, | wasjust too short for my appetite. Based on hunger alone, of course, | should have been
banging my head againg clouds.

Based on hunger alone, Dotty-Dot didn’t seem so undatable to me.

And so wedid. And we did. Our dating was afurtive, secret thing, conducted in the shadows and
in-between times. Before church, after church, pressed up against shaded bark, shaded brick, my tongue
scrgping over dl that machinery and wirework, Dorothy sniffling, her nose running like she said it dways
did whenever she got excited. So | wasfine with it, fine with the salty taste of snot in my mouth, because
for abig-boned, too-short guy like me, that was about as close to making awoman come as| waslikey
to get for the foreseeable future. Later, in public, Dotty-Dot wore scarvesto hide the little red blossoms
dotty-dotting her neck, while wore my shirt collar open for the whole world to see.

“None of your beg' swax...”
“A gentleman doesn't kissand tell...”

“Looselips...”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jackie Paris says, sucking so hard on abottle of Coke, it actualy popswhen he pullsit
away. “Loose lips suck dicks. But the question on the floor iswhose *loose lips wetalkin' about? Fess
up, Kowalski. Or you been playin’ with your mom’s’ Lectrolux again?’

| pull azipper acrossmy lipsand shrug, after which Jackie Paris givesmeablack eye. Which I'm fine
with—just like I’ m fine with the purple blotches dotting my neck—because the shiner and the hickeys are
all about the samething: love, and its various price tags. Frankly, | can't wait for Dot to ask about the
how and why of my black eye, because the answer—defending her honor—well, hell, | can taste the

snot aready.

There' sanother side of the black eye | don’t mind—the fact that it puts off for afew more weeksthe
thing Dot has been pressing me on lately. The coming-over-for-dinner thing. The meeting-her-folks thing.

“You don't want’em to think I’m some sort of juvenile ddinquent, do you?’ | say.

Dot’slips part and then close, over and over, letting out little Slvery brace glints like somebody sending
out adistresssignd. Y ou can tell she'snot sure what she wants’ em to think. There' sapart of her insgde
that’ sall squishy at the thought of other people knowing she’ s got boysfighting over her. That’ sthe part
that speaksin single-word sentences, like:

See?

Yes (and)

Findly...

But there’ s another Side, too, onethat’ s sengbly afraid of bruisesit hasn't inflicted, regardless of the

supposed nobility of their acquisition. “Yeah,” that Sde says, findly. “I guessyou'reright,” it adds,
sniffing once before pulling adeeve acrossits nose.



“But oncethat heds” Dot warns, smiling acold, metalic smile that finishes the sentence.

And I nod, of course, like agood, secret boyfriend—already imagining what it might take to arrange for
my next besting.

Ihaven't thought about Dotty-Dot or the parents | never met in adecade’ s worth of decades. But now,
gitting next to my would-be daughter’ swould-be beau, | can't hel p thinking about that Buick grille of a
amile, or of al thefigtsit took to put an ocean between me and her parents’ inevitable disapproval.
Despitewhat | might think of him, despitewhat | might like to believe, the truth is, Robbie showed up.

Something | never had the ballsto do.
Y ou're a better man than | was, Robert Little. That’swhat | should probably say, asthe three of them

gt there &ill mourning the offscreen death of some anonymous puppy, the quiet of theliving room longing
to be broken in some dramatic fashion.

But then I’ d have to explain why, and | don’t really want to. For one thing, anecdotes about extreme
emotional cowardice might make good fodder for a stand-up routine, but it’ sredly best not to share
them with anyone you want to keep loving you. | know; I' vetried; I’ ve goneto bed alone.

So | decideto givethe nod in asubtler way.

“Suzi, could you...,” | begin, and before | canfinish, al three heads have turned my way.

“What did you cal me?’ Isuzu asks.

“Suzi,” | say—all innocence.

Isuzu blinks her hold-nothing-back eyes.

“I' know, | know,” | say. “I’m getting used to it. Thought I’ d take it out for aspin.”
“Okay,” Isuzu says, alittle dubious.

“Change happens,” | observe. “ Changeisgood.”

“Changeisgood 7’ Rose echoes.

“Wadl, it sokay,” | clarify.

“Changeisokay 7" Isuzu repeats, nailing down the terms.

“Wél, maybe ‘inevitable’ isthe better word,” | try.

“Huh,” Rose huhs.

“Ditto,” Isuzu dittos.

“Am | missing something?’ Robbie asks, clearly missing everything—God bless’im.



Isuzu leansinto Robbie s shoulder and delivers apeck to his cheek. “I think you passed,” she says.

“Cool,” Robbie says, waiting for my nod before returning Isuzu’ skiss.

30
Guy Stuff

S0, thisiswhere you met Rose, en?’

That' s Bobby—Robert—talking. It' s been decided that we should get better acquainted. Do “guy”
things. That's how the nonguy decision makersput it.

“Y ou should go do some guy stuff together,” Rose said. “Now.”

“Yeah,” Isuzu added, opening the door. “ Skedaddle.”

So we skedaddled like acouple of good boys, and thisisthe guy thing I came up with. Teezers.
“Yep,” | say, paying the cover for both of us. “Thisiswhere | met Rose.”

“Huh,” he says, atad judgmentaly, it ssemsto me. He looks around, taking in the dancers, the
munchkins, the mirrors everywhere.

“Y ou cometo these sorts of placesalot?’ he asks.

“Onceupon atimel used to comein, onceinawhile” | lie. “I wouldn’'t cdl it ‘alot.” And | don't
anymore. Of course.”

“Except, herewe are,” Robbie says, taking a seat.

“Well, yes” | admit.

“Why?

“Thewomenfolk kicked us out so they could talk about us behind our backs.”
“No,” Robbie says. “Why here? Why this place?’

“It'saguy thing,” | say. “Weweretold to do guy stuff and thisfitsthe bill.”

“Whose bill’?” Robbie asks. “ And who's paying it?” He s got both hands on the table in front of him,
palmsdown, flat. Hisblack headlights are aimed right for me.

“Um,” | shrug. “My treat?’

Of course, | can't tell him theredl reason. | can't tell him I’ m still hoping for one more chanceto trip him
up, to expose the real creep underneath that TV-trained smile. | can’t mention the recorder | grabbed on



our way out, or how itstiny wheds are dready turning, waiting for the crude comment that will damn him
to eternd bachelorhood. The comment I'm getting less and less hopeful will ever come. At least not from
Robbie,

“Ligen,” he says, dtill staring at me—just me—despite dl the well-paid distractions surrounding us. “1I'm
not trying to be ajerk or anything, but I'm not abig fan of voyeurism.” He pauses, breaks eye contact,
but only to look down at his own hands.

Of course!

Of course Robert Little of The Little Bobby Little Show wouldn't be abig fan of voyeurism for hire.
What was| thinking?

“I guess|’m like one of thosetribes,” Robbie goes on. “ The onesthat think cameras stedl your soul?
Only with me, they stole my wholeliferight up until...” He pointshisindex finger a hiseyeslikeagun.
“Until | becamelike everybody ese. And boring.”

| click off the tape recorder in my pocket. | let Robbie keep his soul, the one | find mysdlf forced to
acknowledge yet again.

Dammit.

“So,” | say, eager to change the subject.

“S0,” Robbie says at the sametime, eager for the same thing.

We laugh uncomfortably. Stop uncomfortably. Pause. Sit.

| extend my empty hand, pam up, yielding the floor to my reluctant guest.

“What was she like growing up?’ Robbie asks, giving the floor back to me. “What wasit like being her
dad?’

They say that the Ebolavirus—back when it dill had victimsto infect—would kill by liquefying itshost’s
internd organs. Their heartswould bleed, and then melt, and then just give up.

| giveup. Givein. Little Bobby Littl€ sabigger man than | am without even trying.

“Horrible,” | say, making Robbie smile. “ It was the most wonderful horror you can imagine.”

Ithink | understand,” Robbie says, after hearing me prattle on and on about What Being a Father Means
to Me. “About these places,” he adds.

| don’t get the connection and so Robbie makesit for me.

“It'snot about the dancers” he says. “It' sthem.” Heflicksaglance at the little kid look-aikes
surrounding us. “Y ou were looking for an Isuzu before you even knew there were any |eft to find.”

| fed like | felt when Rose saw past my cheap excusefor playing it cool. | say now what Rose said



then:
“Bugted.”

“S0,” we say together. Again. Laugh, again—perhaps abit more comfortably thistime. Robbie offers
methefloor and | giveit back.

“What were your parents like?’ | ask.

“Dunno,” Robbiesays. “I didn’'t have any.” Pause. “I mean, biologicdly, | had to, but | never met "em. |
had adirector. | had a stage crew. | had a security staff, atutor, and a cuteness coach. But parents? Not
redly. Not likeyou and...”

Robbie stops.

He' s stopped looking at his hands and islooking straight ahead at something over my shoulder. | turn
and therewe are, the two of us, framed in one of Teezers many mirrors.

They say that daughterslook for their fathers, and you really don’t need much more proof than the
sngpshot I’'m staring at now. Robbie and me, side by side, same short dark hair, same baby skin, same
through-the-wringer eyes. And the same fangs, of course, but poking out of smilestightening with the
same sudden shock of recognition.

Robbie sthefirst to spesk. “ Y ou know any other guy places?’ he asks. “ Someplace without so

“...mirrors?’

“Yeah.”

Ileave my car in thelot and we walk the dozen or so blocksto the Detroit River. The sky overhead is
lousy with starsjust like it waswhen | was akid, before the night became polluted with light. That’ sone
good thing about vampires taking over. Our al-pupil eyes demand that we switch off the lightsand let the
gtars back into our lives.

“When | wasakid,” Robbie says, craning upward, “they never let me outside. It was too dangerous.
The windowsin my bedroom on the show weren't red. They were akind of specid effect. Blue screen.
The outside was dubbed in, but the only time | ever saw it was when | watched the videotape. 1suzu
thinks I’ m watching mysdf when | watch those old reruns. I’'m not. I’ m just watching the only daylight
they ever let mehave”

“When | wasakid,” | say, “I used to dream about being amovie star, like Fred Adtaire. | thought it’d
be the greatest thing in the world, to have al those people sitting in the dark looking up & you, larger than
lifeand made of light.”

“It' snot dl it's cracked up to be,” Robbie says.

“Same goes for the outdoors and daytime,” | say. “That’ s when the bugs are out. Bees and wasps and
mosguitoes. Nasty business, being outsde during the day.”



Robbie amiles. “I guess we both got lucky, en?’

“Yeah,” | say. "l guess0.”

31
TheHappy Ending

Ohmy God!” Isuzu squedls, seeing our little blue Twit for thefirgt time. Thisis after the munchkin's
caled, gotten Rose, asked to speak to me, and asked meto ask Isuzu if friendship was ill possible.

It was.
Is.

And there sheis, standing in the doorway, wearing my blue vengeance to their first face-to-face since
that little fangs-to-neck incident afew lifetimes ago. Isuzu is ddlighted by my fashion sense.

“It' sadorable,” she bubbles.

Anditis. Intheright light. With the right distance. The blueness of Twit'sskinisjust unrea enough to
invite touching. And so Isuzu does, reaching out, smoothing her pink fingers againgt the Azure Sky of
Twit’s cheek.

“You look just likea Smurf,” 1suzu says, cupping the cheek, confirming itsredlity.

“Youlook likethe bride of Frankenstein,” Twit counters, meaning Isuzu’ s neck, the baseball stitches.

Isuzu blinks—acat smiling. A cat suddenly remembering something. “Y ou have absolutelygot to keep
it,” sheinggs. “Promisemeyou'll keepitfor...”

And then Isuzu stumbles, because she hasn't redlly told anyone yet. Meaning me, who' s been
eavesdropping, and Twit, who's standing right there, aready bluein the face over Isuzu and her secret
life

“Keepit for what?” Twit asks. Not Halloween. Vampires till aren’t openly celebrating that one.

“Um,” Isuzu ums. “Wel,” shewdls.

“Um, wdl,” Twit mocks. “ Spit it out, shit-wit.”

“I"'m getting married.” 1suzu winces, throwing up her handsto shield her face, her ill-healing neck.

Twit purses her lipstight and puffs out her cheeks. It lookslike dl the“fuck yous’™ and “goddammits’ are
just piling up inside, pushing out. Findly, sheletstheair out in alow whistle, likealeskingtire. “How’s
the popster fed about that?’

“Popster didn’t know.”



They both look at me. | nod. Hold steady. Steer between not altogether unexpected icebergs.

It' sRose in the kitchen who drops the vase she wasfilling. Broken glass. Water. The fluted heads of
lilies

“You'rewhat 7’ she says, sorming into the living room, wiping her hands, joining the conversation late.
“Getting married.”
“Over hisdead body,” Rose says, pointing at me, helpfully.

And me? Seems everybody’ s channeling my anger nowadays. And s0 | just turn the page of my
newspaper and go on acting like I’ m reading.

Roseand | are sworn to secrecy and act surprised when the “officia” announcement is made. When
Robbie asksfor her hand, | ask if | should get amesat cleaver from the kitchen.

“You gill have one of those?’ he asks. “I bet you could get some serious cash on eBay.”

| look at Isuzu, inviting her to reconsider. Inviting her to seethe error of her ways, to imagine how long
forever can be without an exit strategy.

But she just points my eyes back to Robbie, who'susing histo wink.

“Igotit,” he says, smiling, and then winking again.

Wedding decisons start getting made. Plans are planned. And questions arise. 1suzu’ s vamping, for
instance, and who, how, when. Me—I can see dl sorts of advantagesto its being me, and its happening
before the wedding. If it comesbefore the wedding, we can dl breathe asigh of rdlief, publish an
announcement in theDetroit Free Press, invite friends and family, go aspublic aswelike. If it
comeshefore the wedding, we won't need to lie on the license, or check with alawyer later to find out if
we need ado-over.

But | get voted down. It’'d just be so romantic for the new husband to do it, al the Weird Sisters agree.

“At the‘You may now kissthe bride’ part,” Twit suggests, diding into her new role with surprising
€ase.

“Yed” |suzu agrees.
“Oh,yes,” Rose hods, darting aquick, sharp look at yourstruly for some reason.
Oh, yesh, that’ sright, we' re il living in sin. Much to Rose' s overly gpparent chagrin. She hasn't said

anything, hasn’t brought it up. At least not lately, and not in so many words. She just usesweird
adjectiveswhen taking about Robbie. Wordslike: “Decidgve.” “Determined.”



“Mature.”

| look at Rose and try not to smile. Try to keep my mouth shut. Try not to spill the beans.

Concerning who should officiate over this union—me, with some mail-order licenseto tithe, or ared
priest—it seemsal my efforts a Catholic indoctrination have suddenly come back to complicate my life.

“It'sredly sweet of you to offer,” 1suzu says, folding her still-warm hand over my till-cold one.
“But...you know. It's...I think the church...”

Not that she' s ever been ingde one. No. Everything she knows about church iswhat she seeson
Sundaysin awebcam window, knedling before her computer. She' sasked mewhat it’slike, thered
thing, and I’vetold her:

“Echoey.”

| lean my forehead into her forehead. “ Okay,” | say. “Understood.” | add afaint, not-too-weary smile.
“But don’'t blame meif it getsweird.”

“By ‘weird’ you mean...?" Isuzu says, backing her forehead away from mine, taking agood hard |ook.
By weird | mean the measures—prophylactic, preventative, anticipatory—that will be needed. All the
just-in-cases necessary to make sure she' s not murdered. When it wasthe price | paid for free therapy, |
made sure Father Jack got histime sworth. | fed him premium vicarious vampire porn. But now I'm
regretting every gridy anecdote | let dip past my fangs.

Plus, there sthe other thing. And even though she' s a young woman now, she' s il the youngest woman

on the face of the planet. At least the youngest one without a price tag a the moment, or her own TV
show.

“Y ou'retoo young to remember this, but...,” | begin, proceeding to highlight the prechange infamy of
some priests vis-a-Vvisinnocence and its corruption. | mention Father Jack by name, but only to point
him out as one of the good pedophiles. One of the salf-torturing, nonpracticing ones.

“And thisisthe person you want ushering me into marital bliss?’ 1suzu says.

“Ligten,” | say. “Father Jack’ s saved your butt more timesthan | can count.”

“How?

“I’'mnot at liberty to elaborate,” | say. “Let’sjust say raising akid' snot easy.”

“Oh,” Isuzu says, an unconscious hand rising to rub the back of her neck.

“Oh,” sherepeats. “K,” she adds, quite abit later.

Do you remember that time| told you about...”



That’ show | start, before going on to remind Father Jack about one of my “gambling” episodes.

-

“Um,” [ um. “Wel,” 1 well.

“Spitit out, Marty.”

And so | spit it out as Father Jack doesthe samething. In my case, what gets spat isthe unveiled truth
about Isuzu; for Father Jack, it' sabeautifully executed spit take, thanks to his unfortunate decisonto sip

some nonconsecrated blood while we have our little heart-to-heart.

“You have awhat 7" Father Jack demands, fine beads of sprayed blood meadling me, the desk bl otter,
somedill hanging intheair.

“Child,” | repeat, wiping my face with my deeve. “Mortd,” | add. “Grown now. Plansto get vamped
and married.” Pause. “Married first, vamped second,” | clarify.

“Hmm,” Father Jack says, blotting away at his own speckled chin. “ Problematic.”
“Exactly.”

“And how old did you say shewas?’

“Eighteen.”

“And one hundred percent human?’ Father Jack says. “Mortd through and through?”
“yes”

Father Jack hasadot of blood he hasn’t caught on hiseye. | notice this after the fact, when it disappears
asthe good father rolls his eyes ecstaticaly, contemplating the prospects.

“And you want meto officiate?’ he says, knitting hisfingerstogether, asmall, expectant smile playing
across hisface.

“Provided,” | say, “ certain conditions can be met.”

Isuzu’ sdressis her something borrowed—my mother’s. And Twit has agreed to be her something blue.

“In more waysthan one,” the little munchkin whispersto me, sadly, in spite of the good show she's
otherwise making.

“Join the fucking club,” 1 whisper back.

Rose has't joined the blues club. Instead, she' sinvented her own—the “jedlous of Isuzu/pissed off at
Marty” club.



“What are you two conspiring about?’ she asks, inserting her head between our whispering heads.
“Murder,” Twit says.

“Murder most foul,” | agree.

“Can | ask whosg, or isthat a surprise?’ Rose asks.

| look at Twit; Twit looksat me.

“Surprise,” we agree.

“Lovdy,” Rose says, ssomping off to go check something that really doesn’t need checking.

“She' shad just about enough of ustwo,” Twit says.

“I noticed,” | say. “Y ou'd think it washer wedding night.”

“No,” Twit corrects. “You' d think itwasn't.”

“Good paint,” | say, checking my pocket to make surethering is till there. | check my other pocket,
too, to make sure of the other ring.

Check, and double check.

Robbie, meanwhile, is standing in the back of the amost empty church, smelling himsdf, though God
only knowswhy. Vampires don’t perspire. But then again, Robbie hasn’t been avampirefor al that long,
which isagood thing, | guess. 1suzu and he will be evenly matched.

“Arethe doorslocked?’ | call back.

“Roger,” Robbie says, giving me the thumbs-up, but then turning and tugging on both handles before
turning around again, dl smiles, and both thumbs. “Roger that,” he repests.

There are no blood dots on my eyes and no one can see them when they start rolling, though most can
probably guess, | guess.

“Your son-in-law,” Twit says. “In T-minus...”
“Yeah, yeah,” | say, wondering if maybe| should just “misplace’ one of therings’m holding.
And then, al of asudden, Rose's hand ison my shoulder.

“Show time, Daddio,” she says. “ Y ou, too, Lady Blue.” With ahand on each of our shoulders, she must
look like ateeter-totter from behind as she leads usto our stationsin the back of the church.

Up front, to the left of the dtar, the door to the sacristy shudders, half opens, closes, half opensagain. A
black shoe emerges, followed by ablack sock, ablack pant leg that hooks around the door and kicks it
back to reveal Father Jack, meeting the conditions |’ ve set.

| suppose | could have had him tank off before the ceremony, as Rose did before meeting Isuzu for the



firg time. That would have been smple—lessthestricd, lesshumiliating. | mentioned these * conditions’
as akind of joke between longtime friends. But Father Jack nodded and agreed.

“An ounce of prevention,” he said. He looked amost eager. Eager to be punished for hisinclinations,
perhaps. Or maybe hejust liked the idea of being treated like adangerous character for oncein his
bottle-fed life.

So Father Jack’ s vestments for the occasion include a hockey goalie’ s mouth protector and a
draitjacket. In case you' re not sure what agoali€' s mouth protector looks like, just think of Anthony
HopkinsinSilence of the Lambs, the scene where they whed him out, wearing that mask with the
fenced-off mouth hole. The straitjacket, by the way, has been dyed amore clerically correct black, and
I’ve added a bucktoothed collar.

The door to the women’sroom in the back of the church has opened. And for amoment, it' samost as
if there’ sacrowd there with us, al whispering awed little whispers and sssshhhing each other at the same
time. Thewhigpering lastsfor aslong asit takes |suzu to squeeze my mother’ s hoop skirt through the
bathroom door, after which it’ s replaced by the softer, singular ssshhh of crinoline, spreading rumors
acrossthe date-tiled floor.

“Y ou look beautiful,” I mouth.

“Thank you,” she mouths back, folding her arm into my arm, squeezing my bicepsfor luck. Only Isuzu
knowswhat I’ ve got planned. | figured it was her night; | didn’t want to steal away the spotlight. But she
loved theidea “It'll be like one of those Shakespeare comedies where everybody gets married in the
end,” shesaid when | told her.

“Well, that’ s better than atragedy, | guess.”

“‘Tobeor not to be' 7’

“Ah, there' sthe rub—whateverthat means.”

Isuzu smiled and | smiled and we spent the rest of the time between then and now, enjoying Rose's
being just alittle pissed at both of us, not knowing what we know.

Ahead of us, Rose takes Robbi€' s arm in one hand and scoots Twit up ahead with the other. As Twit
begins down the aide, reaching her little hand into her little basket, sprinkling bloodred petds along the
way, Rose pulls aremote control from her purse and aimsit at the back of the church.

“Suzi picked it,” she says, turning, warning.

Isuzu shrugs, givesmeadrained “I’'m sorry” grin with her blunt teeth for maybethelast time.

The boom-box pops and hisses, whatever it is, it'sold. Asin pre-CD,vinyl old.

“You aremy sunshing” it garts. “My only sunshine...”

“Fuck you,” 1 mouth to Isuzu, but sweetly. Sad—oh so very, very sad—but swestly.

She smiles a amile that says she understands completely. “Y ou' re welcome,” she mouths back.



Twit hasto hold Father Jack’ s copy of the service and Father Jack has to keep leaning down to make
sure he getsthe wordsright. Y ou' d think after dl these years, he' d have the thing memorized, but then
again, | guessalot of couplesliketo tinker with the language. God knows Isuzu and Robbie had to. The
officia service has dready been changed to accommodate straight vampire-to-vampire unions, most
notably, the deletion of the Till Death Do Us Part part, but it hasn’t been tailored to account for when the
bride-to-be is aso avampire-to-be. So the task fell to Robbie and Isuzu, who sat in my kitchen till nearly
dawn one night, trying to hammer out the right language.

The sticking point istheword “kiss.” That' s pivotal;that’ swhat is being changed. | think about
mentioningmy first benevolent vamping—how kissng and vamping arenot mutualy exclusve—but then
decideto keep quiet. Let thekidsfigureit out for themselves. There are bound to be afew chuckles
aong the way, and who knows? Maybe they might get into an argument and cal the whole thing off.

An old vampire can dream, can't he?

1] SJCk.”

That's Robbie sfirgt offering. “ Suck.”

Isuzu screws up her face. “ Rhymeswith ‘yuck,” ” she says.

“Bite?’

“Likein, ‘me?’

“Ed?

“I won't even dignify that with a‘fuck you.” ”

“Okay, ‘vamp,” ” Robbie says. “That’ swhat we' re talking about, right?’

“Ye-ah,” Isuzu says, drawing it out, doubtfully, “but it’ still alittle...l don't know. Harsh? Blunt,
maybe.”

“Y ou mean like your teeth?’

“Watch it, Fang Boy.”

Robbie gives his neck along, dow roundhouse turn, popping bones loudly. 1suzu, not to be outdone,
knits her fingers together and then pushes out with both pams, letting the air rip with the bony flatulence

of cracking knuckles.

And me, | just shake my head. If | wasn’t convinced before, | am now. They’ re stuck with each other.
They’ re going to be together until the asteroids come or the nukes fry our shadowsto the walls.

“Sip?’ Robbie offers, and Isuzu does asort of hmm-hmm thing with her head.

“Maybe,” shesays.



Other words follow—drink, immortaize, eterndize, transfuse, imbue, imbibe, induct, partake, tipple,
nibble, assmilate, mingle, supplement—followed by possible dternative phrases: Let us prey; Come and
get it; Wet your whigle. And findly:

“Complement,” Isuzu suggess.

“Excuse me?’

“Complement,” Isuzu repests. “ 'Y ou may now complement the bride.

“Youmean, like, *Your hair' s so pretty’ 7 Robbie says. “ That comes off asalittle needy, if you ask
m”

“Not ‘compliment’ with anl,” Isuzu says. * *Complement’ with anE. To complete, make whole.”

Robbie looks wounded in that grown-up-kid-actor way of his—that way which I’ m starting to think may
not be an act. He lets his head drop and then raises it dowly. “That’s‘whole’ with aW, right?’ he says.
“Not withanA, likel just was.”

Isuzu doesn’t agree or disagree, she just leans forward and kisses her fiancé on the forehead.

Y ep—they’ re stuck with each other, dl right. Till the asteroids come and the glaciers glide.

The service has just reached its officid punch line—Robbie and I suzu have been pronounced alegdly
bound couple—and now al that remainsisthe new couple' s P.S. Father Jack leans forward, leans back,
tilts his head to one side, suggesting Reaganesgue confusion, and then leans forward again. He leans
back, shrugs, and announces:

“Doesn't the bride ook lovely tonight?’

Rose looks at me with a question mark on her face.

Twit turnsthe service around and takes a blue-faced squint.

Me, | just cover my face with my hand and wonder about the quality of education being offered in
seminaries.

Robbie, meanwhile, ssemsto be having trouble holding back asmile.

“You'reright about that, Padre,” the groom says, winking a me, his—oh my God!'—father-in-law.
“But...um...”

Isuzu snatches the script of the service from Twit, holdsit in Father Jack’ s hockey-masked face. Her
fingernail scratches dong the page. “Y ou were supposed toread this,” she says. “Aloud. It' snot astage
direction.”

“Oh,” Father Jack says.

“Do-over,” he announces. He clears histhroat. Cranks hishead in a circle—first clockwise, then



counterclockwise. “Ready?’ he asks, turning toward Robbie, turning toward Isuzu. One nod, one set of
angrily folded, lace-covered arms. The sssshhhh of agitated sKirts.

“Y ou may now complement the bride,” Father Jack says.

Thisis probably agood place to point out that there was afair amount of debate about whether Isuzu's
vamping should be incorporated into the actua ceremony or be left as a private matter between the
consenting adults themselves. | was conflicted, asusud. I’d dwaysimagined it would be me—notina
creepy way, just...Well, | rescued her; | avenged her; | raised her; | protected her; and I’ m the vampire
who'sknown her the longest. Why shouldn’tl introduce her to immortality? Or, for that matter, decide
not to—athreat | gpparently used afew too many times while raisng her. Of course she got a backup
plan. At least | didn’t raise her stupid.

The methods of vamping—by the way—are as various as vampires themsaves. Y es, some of the
methods have an erotic e ement—if you can biteit, you can vamp through it—but that isby no meansa
prerequisite. For example, when the Vatican stopped killing us and began its own, en masse, ceremonia
vampings, only the most orally fixated could have found that erotic. Me, I've doneit all sorts of
ways—with akiss, with asyringe, with ascalpd, with adifferent, more southward kiss, old-school
Dracula-style, and anonymoudy viathe blood products distribution bureaucracy—though thet last one
came with some mixed results.

Unfortunately, al my argumentsfor why it wouldn't be cregpy for meto do it were o arguments for
Robbie sdoing it in public, as part of the ceremony.

Inthe end, it was Rose who talked some senseinto me.

“Frankly,” she said, “one more word out of you, Cowboy, and I’m gonna be powerful troubled.” Pause.
“And | can dtay ‘troubled’ fer apowerful long time, pardner.”

And so now here we are—the last few ticks of my little girl’ smortaity. And Father Jack wasright. Shels
lovely. Incandescent. And not just because of how my vampire eyestakein light. No matter how
neurotically she may have gotten here, she' sfound her perfection. Her neck’ sa sunflower sem—fragile
and tough at the sametime, and just long enough to call atention to itsalf. Her lipsare
full—bee-stung—and will only look better with her new fangs. And her eyes...

Her eyes never were part of aheart smart diet, not when they could break one just by blinking. I can
only imagine whét they’ Il do when they go dl black, upping their mystery, their inscrutability, their flagrant
disregard for al matters cardiopulmonary. Perhaps she |l have to wear sunglasses, just asapublic
courtesy.

My mother’ s old wedding dress has cleaned up nicely, too, just so much frosting, meringue, acloud
buoying her up like a pillowed, precious gift from heaven or some such place.

Robbie, the clod—the lucky, lucky clod—stands there for the sake of comparison. Beast, beauty;
beauty, beast. HE s amiling, showing fangs, and | try not to think about the half-moons scarring that
perfect body up there. | turn, look. Twit and Rose are both amiling, wistfully mournful, forced Mona

Lisas, polite, respectful, resgned.



Twit reaches ablue hand into her pocket, pulls out an ancient crumpled tube of topical anesthetic Father
Jack gave me. She offersthe tube to the groom. Holding Isuzu’ swrist, he works the ointment in with
dow, gentle circles. His eyesflicker up to meet hers—to gpologize in advance, to reassure—and then
return to thejob at hand.

Father Jack, his mouth caged, his arms crossed over his heart and bound, looks on, past the people,
toward the back of the church and the double doors, locked. He isaman of the Scotchgarded cloth, its
useful life chemicdly extended indefinitely, spillproof, resilient, colorfadt. | imagine himimagining himsdlf
as Chrigt on the cross, looking up toward heaven, looking down at hisfickle apostles asthey discreetly
check their watchesfor thetime.

The suddenness with which Robbie attaches himsdlf to Isuzu’ swrist unnerves me and my foot takes an
involuntary step forward. | pressdown oniit, freezeit in place, force down roots. | grit my teeth, a
perfect reflection of Isuzu’s own grimace. Her throat quivers, swalows hard; her chest risesand falls
fitfully, her heart tugging, bashing, struggling. But she’ satough kid. She'll kick the ass of any assholewho
says sheisn't. She breathes through her nose, the bresths coming out short, sharp, and fast, chugging,
whigtling dightly, The Little Train That Could.

Might.
Isn't So Sure at the Moment.

TheLittle Train Who'd Like to Maybe Sit Down in a Support Group and Discuss Its Traumatic
Railroad Experienceswith Other Little Trains.

Soon—too soon—her breathing grows shalow and | stop watching her. | watch Robbieinstead. Thisis
thetricky part; thisisthe part that makes doing thisthing in front of witnessesagood idea. Thisisthe part
that bottle-fed vampires might not be so good at controlling.

And dl of asudden, | reconsider Isuzu’ sscars. The Twit affair wasfor Isuzu’ s benefit, little lessonsin
what it felt like, little lessonsin how and when to say,“When.” But Robbie—that was adifferent kind of
training. That was I suzu teaching her future husband the self-control necessary to get thislast timeright.

Smart, smart girl—I think, only wishing | could take the credit.

Robbie lets go, disengages, decouples, undocks with an audiblepop! HE' s done avery nest job, no
spillage, no splatter. The holesin her wrist 1ook like two puckered dentsin alump of cold dough. It takes
Isuzu two or three hard, forced breaths to get them bleeding—just adrop out of each, one alittle ahead
of the other, racing down her trand ucent skin toward the lace bunched up around her elbow.

Robbie s doing some hard breething of his own. The vein squiggling down histemple pulses. Hislips
moveslently.

One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three...

His chin jerks down, and then back; he grabs where his stomach used to be; hislips stop, tighten, his
cheeks puff out. He presses his lips—no teeth, no fangs—to Isuzu’ swrist and holds them there, ashis
cheeks dowly deflate, go flat, cavein.

Isuzu’' s head—hanging on her chest like ajunky on the nod—stirs. Her eyes open blackly, forcing her



head back like a shotgun blast. She blinks severd times, franticaly, accepts apair of sunglasses Twit
pressesinto her hand.

“Thanks,” she says—her first word asavampire.

“No prob,” Twit says.

Safe again behind dark lenses, 1suzu looks out at the (less painfully) beaming faces of her assembled
loved ones. She smiles her old, blunt smile, but that’ || change in acouple of nights. She'll haveto learna
new smile then, one that doesn't inadvertently bite itself, one that makes room for fangs. But the old
on€e' s good enough for now—says what doesn’t need words to be said.

We amile back, welcoming our little newcomer to forever.

Well, that' sthat,” Father Jack says, anticlimacticdly. “ Can someone help me out here?’

“I gotit,” 1 say, bounding up to the atar, unbuckling aseries of buckles. Father Jack uncrosses hisarms,
sretches them out in front of him, the excess deeves drooping emptily afoot or so past the knuckles of
ather hand.

“Thanks, Marty,” Father Jack says, patting me on the back, his empty deeve flopping over my shoulder
like the fluke of some strange and somber fish. “Wish’ em luck for me. Him, especialy.”

Heturns. Beginsto leave.
| finger the other ring in my other pocket.

“Father Jack,” | cal out. “ There sjust one morething.”

So we get married—Rose and |. | figure, what the hell ? I’ m the son of acherry pit swadlower. I've
swallowed snat; I’ ve swallowed blood; I" ve swallowed worse-tasting things than my own silly fear. And
s0 | ask, and she accepts, and we end the evening with a double feature—just like a comedy by
Shakespeare.

“Doyou?’ Father Jack asks, and Rose, my swestie, my love, says, “Y eah, sure. Why not?’

“Don’'t answer that,” | warn 1suzu, who's il kind of light-headed from her vamping and isliableto say
anything. Likethetruth.

Isuzu mimes twisting akey between her lips and then stands there looking at the invisible key, wondering
how she's supposed to swalow it, with her lips aready locked. She decidestossing it over her shoulder
isgood enough. She wipesthe dust from her pams, then, and gives me the big okay. Shetipsup her
dark glassesjust long enough to wink one of her new eyes.

“Doyou...,” Father Jack begins, and | hardly let him finish before spitting out my “Hell, yes”

The priest daps me up the back of the head. He points at the crucifix hanging over the altar and assorted



other holy things.
“Language,” hewarns.
“Sorry..."

“Get used to saying that,” Robbie says, nudging melike we re buddies or something. Hisideaof mae
bonding, | guess, but more forced. Maybe “maleriveting” would be the better term. “Mae
spot-welding.”

Rose and Isuzu both let him haveit, of course, applying theflats of their palmsto the back of his head.
Smack. Smack.

Twit, meanwhile, kicksin her two cents—andRobbie s shins.

Heyeps, grabbing hisleg in both hands, hamming it up. HE smaking aplay for our sympathy but he's
playing to thewrong crowd. It'sjust us vampires, after al. Now and forever.

Amen.

If I had to guesswhat Father Jack and Twit havein common, | guess|’d guessthis:
They’ ve both had it up to here.

Twit’ shereisn't as high as Father Jack’ shere, of course, but they’ ve both had it, right up to and just
dightly past that space over their heads. They’ ve both been screwed by Fate, and little else. They’ve
both been humiliated by people who claim to love them—Twit with acan of Azure Sky, Father Jack with
al my precautions. And neither is crazy about happy endingsthat don't include them.

I’m guessing that’ swhat they’ re talking about back there, at the back of the church, while Isuzu and
Rose take turns taking pictures of the new couples. They're probably smirking at our smiles, making
snide comments about our happiness.

They’ re saving thehere sthey’ ve had it up to. That’ swhat they’ Il talk about, later—over the coffee they
say they’ re going to get. Over the “coffee’ that’ stheir excuse for not joining usin alittle celebration back
at my place.

“Coffee?’ Isuzu says. “But | thought...”

“Don’'t bethick, kiddo,” | whisper. “ Smile. Wave. Wish them well.”

“Thisisme, amiling,” Isuzu cdlsout. “ Thisisme, wishing youwel...”

Twit waves back and then tugs on Father Jack’ s pant leg. He bends down and she whispers something
in his ear. He bends down farther, and she crawls up on hisback. They both laugh as he straightens,
unsteadily at first, but getting his bearings quickly enough. And they continue to laugh—desperate,

cynical, miraculous laughter—as Father Jack gallops out those big double doorswith our little blue girl
holding ontight.



Iknow what you' re thinking—you’ re uncomfortable at the thought of Father Jack’ s getting a happy
ending. Her€ salittle secret:

Soaml.

The only problemis, it'sapackage dedl. Father Jack’ s happy ending is Twit’s, too. It's acomplicated
world, thisworld | helped make. I’d say it sucks, bui...

But thisis me smiling—through gritted teeth.

Thisisme, wishing dl of uswell.
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