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Sunset had turned the sky into a rainbow of pinks and periwinkles, and like clockwork, Gabriel walked through the back door of the big house on Madison. 

“Right on time,” Tara cracked as he rounded the corner into the kitchen. “I swear it’s getting to the point where I could set my watch by you.”

“Well, hello to you, too,” he answered with a grin as he shoved the six pack of beer he was carrying into the refrigerator. All he got was Tara’s tongue stuck out in response. 

“It’s pretty bad when you speak to my roommate before you even say hello to me,” Lillian said, crossing the room to meet him from where she had been sitting at the table. He caught her in his arms and dipped her backwards for a kiss.

“Better?” he asked with another grin. He certainly seemed to be in a good mood. Too bad she felt like crap.

“Yep!” she said with as much of a smile as she could manage. Despite her best attempt he noticed immediately.

“Darling, do you still not feel well?” His brow knitted together in concern. She had slept late that morning in his bed, even after falling asleep around midnight, and when she got up it had been nearly noon.

She shrugged and halfheartedly answered, “I’m fine, I guess.” Gabriel obviously wasn’t buying it and looked over her head at Tara across the bar for the real answer.

“She’s been like that since she got home this afternoon,” Tara said, completely ratting her out. “Not herself.” That seemed to satisfy him as he wrapped his arms around her tightly.

Lillian couldn’t help but smile for real at the exchange. Gabriel had developed an odd relationship with her best friend, forming a surprising connection with the previously guarded and suspicious girl. He appreciated and understood her dry and sometimes dark humor, and Tara had begun to expect his presence in their home, seeming genuinely concerned when he wasn’t there. As the resident chef, she went out of her way to accommodate his odd eating habits and found ways to incorporate rare meat for him into an otherwise normal dinner so they could all sit down at a table together.

“Hm,” he said as he loosened his grip on her. “Are you still taking your vitamins?” She nodded back at him in response. “What shall we do with you then?” He kissed her on the forehead. “You actually feel a bit warm, I think.”

“Dude, I think anything would feel warm to you!” Kevin interjected as he wandered into the kitchen. 

“Not funny, Kev,” Tara warned. “We think Lil might be coming down with something.”

“Well, if she’s not up for much, how about I steal G and drag him down to poker night?” He looked back and forth between the three of them, waiting for an answer. “We had a guy move on us a while back and we could use another dude.”

Lillian shrugged again. “It’s fine with me,” she said, almost relieved. As much as she wanted to spend time with Gabriel, all she felt like doing was lying on the couch.

“Will you keep an eye on her for me?” Gabriel asked Tara, much to Lillian’s annoyance. Tara answered with a shrug of her own. 

“Sure,” she said in agreement. “I’ll even fix her some hot cocoa. Chocolate always perks a girl up.”

“Cool! Let’s go dude!” Kevin said with his usual enthusiasm. 

“I suppose I shouldn’t go empty handed.” Gabriel reached in the fridge to pull the six pack back out and then turned to Lillian. “I’ll be back up later to check on you, sweetheart. In the meantime...”

“Rest,” she finished for him with a roll of her eyes. “I know, I know!” She stretched up for another kiss. “Go on, have fun.” He gave her another grin and then the pair headed out the door and down the stairs. She could faintly hear Kevin talking as they went.

“Remember my bud with the hairy issue? Well, that dude is comin’, so I need you to be cool, ‘kay?” 

What on earth could that mean? She couldn’t hear Gabriel’s response, but Tara interrupted her thoughts soon enough.

“Want me to make good on that offer for hot cocoa?” 

“Sure,” she agreed with a sigh. Tara got out the milk and put some in a small saucepan on the stove to heat while Lillian meandered back to the kitchen table. She had started a new book and it was just getting interesting. Might as well read while she had the chance.

After a few quiet minutes of prep, Tara settled across the table from her, two large mugs of cocoa between them. Lillian could practically feel the unasked questions radiating from her, so she set down her book and picked up a cup, blowing the steam from the top as she waited for Tara to sort it out enough to ask.

“You know, I've been doing my best not to bug you about this, but I have to at least ask: how are you doing? About all of that stuff with the lawn incident, I mean.” There it was, the question Lillian had been dreading for the two weeks since the whole horrible grab-fight-explosion thing between her and Richard and Gabriel in their front yard. 

“I don't know,” she sighed. “I just mostly try and not think about it. Gabriel has called somebody and checked, and he assures me that Richard is still in jail, and that even if he is released, he won't come back. I guess that's supposed to make me feel better? Most of the time it doesn't. But I still tell myself I'm making too big of a deal about it.”

“You're not,” Tara disagreed. “Lil, you were a victim of a physical assault! And technically it was an assault with a deadly weapon, I mean, if you count that dickhead's fangs as a weapon.” Lillian couldn't help but chuckle a little at that, but Tara continued without so much as a smile. “It is completely logical for you to have a post-trauma reaction to this. I'm worried that you're getting sick because you're not resting well. Are you having nightmares? Any flashbacks?”

“Easy there, counselor,” Lillian warned, gingerly sipping the hot chocolate. “You know I don't like the technical evaluations.”

“Occupational hazard,” Tara shrugged. “But I'm not backing off of this one, so you might as well spill it.”

“Some,” she finally admitted with a sigh. “That was really only the first few nights, though. Most of the time Gabriel is with me when I fall asleep, so it's not so bad. It's more noticeable in my everyday stuff... I still don't want to go out by myself in the dark, and I won't work after sundown in the studio with the curtain open anymore. I'm just really, really jumpy. And for me, that's saying a lot. I'm high strung enough on a regular day.”

Tara took a long drink from her mug and studied Lillian silently. Lillian could practically hear the wheels in her friend's head turning, and she wasn't sure she liked the sound of it. 

“Is he worth it?” she finally asked, her eye contact so steady and her voice so serious that it made Lillian shiver. Tara had been her best friend for years, but she could have a bone chilling intensity at times. Her hesitation was apparently enough to worry Tara further. “I've told you before: if you want out of this, Lil, and you don't think you can just break up with him like a normal guy, I'll get you out. One way or another.”

“You're not killing my vampire boyfriend,” Lillian finally managed, trying to lighten the tone. Tara didn't blink, and Lillian let out a sigh of frustration. “Yes, he's worth it! He's a good man, T, and he loves me in a way that is so freaking powerful... I didn't even know that kind of thing was possible! Is he worth being friends with for you? For Kevin? I mean, we're kind of all in this together now, aren't we?”

Tara finally broke her piercing stare and looked off across the kitchen, taking a long drink to finish off her hot chocolate. Instead of answering, she got out of her chair and rounded the table, leaning down to hug Lillian as she sat. She planted a kiss on the top of her friend's hair and turned and left the kitchen without another word. Lillian knew her well enough to not push her about it. This situation wasn't ideal for any of them, and everyone's feelings about Gabriel made the whole thing complicated. With another sigh, she turned back to her book, trying to forget it all for a moment.  

A chapter later, she had polished off her mug of cocoa and had to admit that Tara was right, she did feel a little more energetic. Sugar for the win, she supposed. 

“Hey girl,” Tara said, poking her head into the kitchen right as Lillian set down her empty mug. She had a basket of laundry in her hands. “Want to take a little walk down to the basement? You could help me fold the clothes out of the dryer. Plus, it would show your keeper that you’re at least up and around.”

The reference to Gabriel’s over-protectiveness made her laugh and so she obligingly got up and followed Tara to the narrow wooden stairs. They reached the bottom and discovered the guys were taking a break between hands, and it looked like Gabriel was enjoying the company of the strange crew that was assembled around the shabby coffee table. It was an odd mix, but from the sound of the chatter, Gabriel was doing well on his first night in the group and some of the guys were good naturedly giving him hell for it.  

“Watch it boys, women coming through,” Tara snarked as they all milled around, getting fresh beer and heading up the stairs for the bathroom.

“Hello, sweetheart!” Gabriel looked surprised as he caught sight of Lillian through the mini-throng. “Feeling better?” He pulled her close to him and peered at her intently. 

“A little,” she said, kissing him and trying not to sneeze in the cloud of smoke that hovered near the table. “Just came down to help Tara with some clothes and say hi to you.” 

They turned towards the laundry area and found Tara unloading the dryer with Kevin's friend Matt leaning on the top of the appliance. He was drinking a beer and doing his best to impress, but it looked like Tara wasn’t buying any of it. Lillian saw Gabriel tense up and couldn’t help but laugh at his brotherly reaction as he watched the two of them talking.

“Stop it,” she said under her breath, knowing very well he could hear her despite all the noise.

“What?” he asked, trying to look innocent. “Why should I care who she talks to? I just wish it was someone other than that little dog.”

“What’s wrong with Matt? He’s kind of odd in that typical musician sort of way, but I always thought he seemed pretty harmless.” Why in the world would he be calling Matt a dog? She had never known Matt to have a girlfriend for more than five minutes, much less be savvy enough to juggle more than one woman at once. For all she knew, he was never interested in anything but his own band. What did Gabriel know that she didn’t? Instead of answering, Gabriel just snorted in response and Lillian let it drop. 

“Come on, dudes! Back to the table! Time to give me all your cash!” Kevin called from the couch. 

“Gotta go, darling,” Gabriel said, giving Lillian a quick peck on the forehead before heading back to his seat. Matt reluctantly followed, seeming to not want to abandon his perch. Tara, on the other hand, looked relieved. 

“So, what was that all about?” Lillian asked as she slid over next to the washing machine. 

Tara looked annoyed. “I can’t put my finger on what’s weird about that guy, but there’s definitely something. Plus, he’s too short for me.”

“I think he’s kinda cute... I mean, if you’re into the weird musician thing. Maybe you should give him a chance,” Lillian tried to sound optimistic as she matched up socks from the dryer. It had been a while since Tara had been out with anyone for more than one or two dates, but there was that look again.

“I don’t think so,” she said curtly, and Lillian knew then that the subject was closed. They finished folding the load of clothes and Tara reloaded the washing machine before they scooted up the stairs and out of the way of the poker game. 

Two hours later, Lillian had made it halfway through her book, had a snack, and had begun to get sleepy. Were the boys still playing cards? She thought she had heard some people leaving a while back but had seen no sign of her roommate or her boyfriend. She wandered down the stairs and found Kevin and Gabriel sitting on the couch by themselves, each with a beer in hand.

“...so I’ve got a couple of buddies that were exchange students at Murray who ended up staying in the U.S. and we get together sometimes to, you know, spar, keep our skills sharp, that sort of stuff...” Kevin stopped mid sentence as she reached the last stair and they both looked up. 

“Hello, sweetheart,” Gabriel greeted her as she sank into one of the worn out armchairs before turning back to his conversation with Kevin. “Wait a minute: are you telling me that you received katana training from exchange students in college? I was really hoping you were going to tell me a Karate-Kid type story, about a kindly old neighbor or something.”

Kevin laughed so hard he almost spit his mouthful of beer onto the floor. “Naw, dude! It's not really training. It's just some basic fighting skills. I mean, I did spend a semester in Japan during my junior year, but I was stuck out in the boonies and there was nothing cool like that.”

“What in the heck are you two talking about?” Lillian looked at them both, thoroughly confused.

“Remember that roommate I had freshman year?” he asked.

“Yeah, what was his name?”

“It was Takeshi, but everybody called him T.K.,” Kevin reminded her. “He was where I learned to handle a sword. He and some of the other Japanese students would get together and mess around, I tagged along, and I ended up really liking the fighting style.”

“Well, I don’t care where you learned it, I’m just glad you had something up your sleeve that proved useful,” Gabriel said with a smile and a sip of his beer. 

“Did I know about all of that?” Lillian asked, confused as to why she apparently didn't remember this entire facet of Kevin's life. She remembered the semester abroad, but she didn't think she ever knew about the sparring.

“You were, um, a little occupied right about then,” he said, looking uncomfortably at Gabriel. Lillian got the message that he meant she had been spending her time back then with Travis, and quickly dropped the subject. Those weren't memories she needed to revisit right now. Gabriel politely concentrated on his beer and pretended he was none the wiser, but Lillian knew differently. At least everyone in the room was content to let it go.

Before she could manage to think of something else to talk about, she tried unsuccessfully to stifle a yawn and it garnered a concerned look from Gabriel. It wasn’t even midnight yet.

“Alright, let’s get you to bed, missy,” he announced, tossing his beer bottle into the trash can with a loud crash that made her jump. Heading for the stairs, she stopped for a moment to wait on the two guys at the bottom step, leaning on the banister. The two flights of stairs up to her room seemed a million miles long. Why am I so tired?

Gabriel soon appeared at her shoulder. “Step up a couple of steps and turn around,” he instructed. What on earth? She had no idea what he was getting at but did as she was told. “Hop on my back,” he said, turning away from her. Gratefully she climbed on like a child, letting him carry her up the stairs. 

Kevin followed along behind, flicking off lights and shutting the basement door. “Night Lil, hope you feel better tomorrow,” he called.

“Thanks Kev,” she answered. All she wanted was to get to her bed. 

Soon they were up the grand staircase and Gabriel had gently deposited her onto the bed. “Pajamas?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I’ve got some in the bathroom,” she answered. “Be right back.” She hauled herself up and into the bathroom, emerging shortly in a pair of baggy men's boxers and a tank top. Not what she would consider sexy, but right now she didn’t care. The look from Gabriel proved otherwise, however.

“Very nice,” he murmured as she crawled into the covers. She shot him a look that seemed to take him off guard. “What? Can I not be appreciative of the way you look even when you don’t feel well?”

“I’m sorry, I’m just tired, that’s all.” She hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings, but for the first time since they had started seeing each other, she wasn’t up for anything more than a snuggle. He could feel the inside of her head, though, and didn’t press the point.

“Alright, darling, down you go,” he said as she lay back onto the pillows and he pulled the blankets up around her. He leaned in to kiss her. “I’m going to head back to my apartment and let you get some rest.”

“No !” she protested. “We’re supposed to stay here... together! We agreed on that yesterday!” She wanted to sleep but she wanted to be with him, too. What she really wanted was a normal boyfriend that would be going to bed at midnight instead of whatever it was he was planning on doing. That was a pointless thought and so she pushed it away. “Please don’t leave,” she said, looking at him intently. “I don’t want you to be bored, but I don’t want you to go.” Why was she even saying such things? It was completely selfish and didn’t make any sense.

A pained look crossed his face and she wondered why, but soon it was gone. “Alright, I’ll stay,” he said finally. He leaned down and pulled off his boots, yanked off his shirt and his jeans and slid into bed beside her. “Come here,” he said. “Let me hold you.” Without argument she curled up on his silent chest and with his strong hands stroking her hair, it wasn’t long before she was asleep.

Several hours later Lillian awoke with a start from an unpleasant dream and in her sleepy haze reached out to discover her bed was empty. Her heart started to race instantly.

“Sweetheart, are you alright?” His smooth voice called to her from the front corner of the room where he sat in jeans and no shirt in one of her wicker chairs, sketching by the light of a very small lamp. He had put down his pencil and was peering at her intently.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, sitting up and rubbing her face. Shake it off Lillian, she told herself. It was just a dream. “I’ll be right back.” She got up and headed for the bathroom. 

When she returned, Gabriel was sitting on the side of the bed, shirt in hand. “What time is it?” she asked, sitting down beside him.

“About three thirty,” he answered as he attempted to turn his shirt right-side out. “I should be getting home. You need more rest.”

“Wait,” she said, putting her hand on his shirt to prevent him from putting it on. She leaned in and kissed him, and he could tell that it wasn’t the kiss of a girl who wanted her man to leave. Still, he pulled back and looked at her strangely.

“Darling, what is it that has you so upset? Don’t bullshit me, Lillian; I can feel it, you know.”

She looked at her lap, feeling silly for being so worked up over a dream. “I had a bad dream,” she admitted. “I dreamed I woke up and you were gone. Completely gone. Gone from my house, you wouldn’t answer your phone, and when I went to your apartment to see if you were okay, all your stuff was gone. You just disappeared without a word!” She could feel herself becoming frantic and on the verge of tears. 

He tilted her chin back up. “I will never leave you unless you tell me to go. And even then, I probably won’t go far. I’ll most likely hang around and stalk you for a while.” A half grin made her smile.

She touched the side of his face gently and brought his lips to meet hers again. “Stay,” she pleaded softly. She had the sudden need to be as close as she could get to him, to be wrapped up in his arms, to make love like nothing else mattered. He could feel her, she reminded herself, and he knew what she needed with no further explanation. 

*******
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TARA'S PHONE PINGED with the sound of a text and it pulled her attention from the trim she was attaching to a blouse, but she was surprised at the source of the message. Why was Lil asking her for ibuprofen, and why was she texting from upstairs?  That doesn't sound good. Putting down the shirt, she hurried out of her workroom and took the stairs two at a time, ducking into her bathroom quickly before crossing the hallway to Lillian's room.  She knocked gently on the door, but didn't actually wait for an answer before walking in. 

“What's wrong?” she asked, even more concerned by the fact that her best friend was curled up in the center of her bed, a heating pad wrapped around her middle and a grimace on her face. 

“I don't know,” Lillian answered through nearly gritted teeth. “I've never hurt this bad in my life!”

“Cramps?” Tara asked, sitting gently down beside her to shake the pills out into her hand. She handed Lillian the glass of water sitting on the nightstand, and the other girl washed them down with a grateful nod.

“And it's heavy too. Really heavy,” she emphasized, closing her eyes as she leaned back into the pillows. 

“Lil, you really need to see a doctor, don't you think? You want me to take you to the walk-in clinic? They're open for another hour,” Tara pointed out. 

“No, I'll be fine,” she disagreed, her eyes popping open. “It'll pass, and I'll just take extra vitamins for a week or so. It's probably just stress. I mean, it has obviously been a little wild around here for the last few weeks.”

“Well, yeah, but that doesn't get around the fact that you still need to talk to somebody with MD after their name about this,” Tara countered. “And when was the last time you went to the doctor for your physical? Now would be the ideal time: new relationship, new partner... You're probably in need of doing a thorough screening for everything. Not to take a shot at Gabriel, but I'm pretty sure his list of partners is longer than yours.”

“That's not a problem,” Lillian answered, shaking her head. “He says it's impossible for their bodies to transmit disease. They don't support it on a cellular level, or something. No chance of pregnancy, either.”

“You sure that's right? I mean, not calling him a liar, but that sounds awfully convenient,” Tara asked, unable to keep the suspicion out of her voice. That sounded like a line if she'd ever heard one.

“Well, I don't know what to do, other than trust him on it!” Lillian shot back, frustrated at her persistence. “It's not like we can actually Google it. And anyway, I'm at least sure that the sterility part is right. There's no way I wouldn't have gotten pregnant by now.”

Tara shrugged, leaving that topic alone for the time being, but she was still concerned about Lillian's reluctance to go to the doctor at all.

“When was the last time you had a pap smear?” she pressed. 

“Three years,” Lillian sighed, closing her eyes against another wave of pain. 

“Three years?” Tara yelped. “That is not cool! Lil, these periods of yours have been getting worse and worse over the last few months, and even if Gabriel wasn't in the equation, you are in desperate need of a doctor's visit. All kinds of shit could be happening in there!”

“If I promise to go before the end of the year, will you leave me alone about it?!?” Lillian snapped again. “I'm sure it's all fine; I've never even had any abnormal results before. It's stress, I'm telling you.”

“Yes, as long as you go in the next three months, I will shut up,” Tara agreed. “You need anything else?”

Lillian shook her head. “Don't tell him, please. I don't want him to worry any more than he already is. This is why I was tired the other night... I guess my cycle was coming and I didn't realize it.”

“I'm pretty sure the man with the blood radar can tell you're on your period,” Tara answered dryly. “But if you mean that you want me to keep that shit about you avoiding the doc to myself? I will for the time being, but only if you keep your word.”

“I will,” she promised, grimacing again. “Now go away. I'm going to try and take a nap before he gets over here.”

Tara snorted as she left the room, flicking off the overhead light as she went.

What in the hell was Lillian thinking? Avoiding basic women's preventative health exams for three whole years? Just because a person isn't having sex doesn't mean things can't go haywire. Tara was baffled.

She found Kevin downstairs in the kitchen and an idea occurred to her: he knew the one person they could probably rely on to give them a straight answer about that whole vampires-and-STDs question. 

“Hey Kev, can I get Phil's number from you?”

Kevin turned from the fridge and looked at her as if she had grown two heads. “Phil? Really, T?”

“I need to ask him a vampire question,” she explained. “It's for Lil's sake, and he's the only one I think might actually be able to answer.”

“I don't think you need to talk to Phil,” Kevin cautioned. “That is, unless you'd like to deal with him callin' like, every two days for the next month.” It was well known that at his last visit, Phil had developed more than a small crush on Tara, and despite her cool response, he didn't drop it easily.

“Do you really want to be the one asking him stuff about vampires and sex?” she bluntly asked. “Because there are things we need to know here.”

“What's there to know?” Kevin shot back with a laugh. “They're doin' it like rabbits, man. We already know that much!”

“He's told her that vampires can't carry STDs,” she finally said, watching Kevin's face drop. “I don't want to suddenly start thinking he's a liar, but he's probably fucked more people than either one of us want to count. And that's not even touching the fact that she's feeling terrible, avoiding going to the doctor, and her period has gone crazy. I need to know that he's not full of shit, and hasn't given her some two hundred year old case of syphilis.”

“Is she alright?” He was completely serious now, something Tara rarely saw and found very disturbing. “I know I haven't seen her all day, except around lunch. I had the gallery and she just said something about not feelin' good and disappeared back upstairs.”

“She's in a lot of pain, and it's apparently a really heavy cycle this time. Like, abnormally heavy,” Tara sighed, running her hand through her hair. The grisly details of menstrual cycles had never bothered Kevin, and many times while living with the two of them he had been privy to open discussions about the particulars. “I tried to talk to her about it, but you know how stubborn she is. Did you know she hasn't had a gyno physical in three years?”

“Aren't y'all supposed to do that, like, every year or somethin'?” Even Kevin knew better. 

“Yeah,” Tara agreed. “So, can I get Phil's number now?”

“I'll do it,” he said with a shake of his head. “Even if you ain't concerned about gettin' his hopes up just by talkin' to you, I don't feel like listenin' to him talk about it for a whole month. Gimme a few.” He pulled the phone out of his pocket and disappeared out into the foyer. Tara could hear his voice as Phil answered, and then the conversation faded while Kevin paced around the studio. 

Impatient, she headed back down to her workroom, needing something to do with her hands while she waited. Thankfully, Kevin appeared in her doorway in only a few minutes. 

“G's not bull shittin',” he sighed, shoving his hands down into his pockets. For a guy that had returned with what was essentially good news, he didn't look very happy about it. “Phil says they've done all sorts of testing on volunteer vamps at the lab, and their bodies don't hold any viruses or infections of any sort, and they're sterile as the day is long.”

“And...?” Tara prodded, eyebrow raised. 

“And that wigs me out, man,” he shrugged, refusing to meet her eyes, staring instead at the fabric and projects strewed all over the room around her. “I'd honestly rather have it be something simple like that. I've got an itchy feelin' this is gonna turn out to be something real bad.”

“Don't think like that, Kev,” Tara warned. “You know how Lil gets; this is probably all stress related or something. She's pretty much turned her life upside down the last couple of months, and this new thing with Gabriel has her body's schedule wrecked.” Her stomach twisted as if she knew she was lying through her teeth, but she pushed the feeling away, hoping that for once in her life, her intuition was wrong. 

“I'm gonna go find something to eat,” he announced, abruptly dropping the topic. “Let me know if there's anything you need me to do for her, 'kay?”

“Sure thing,” she answered, and then he was gone, down the hall to the kitchen as usual. She was left looking at the fabric in front of her, determined not to think any more about the conversation she'd just had with Kevin. She straightened the seam and started her machine up again, trying to let her thoughts sink into its whirr and hum. 

*******
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GABRIEL STOOD IN FRONT of the mirror in his apartment on a Friday night, getting ready for what was perhaps the most nerve-wracking dinner he had attended in years. It was time to meet the parents.

With their relationship getting more and more serious by the day, Lillian had been insistent that he meet her family, and so she had talked her mother and father into meeting them at a popular downtown restaurant. She had told him to dress nice, but not too nice; he shouldn’t look like he was trying too hard. The final selection started with the newest and nicest pair of jeans he owned and a pair of loafers he rarely wore. The shirt had been changed five times, finally settling on a white dress shirt with dark blue and gray vertical stripes over a navy blue t-shirt, buttoned up almost all the way and tucked into his jeans. Now he had an inkling of how Lillian must have felt when he took her to Stefan’s. This is ridiculous. He swore he felt like he was going to throw up.

He had offered to pick her up, but she said that was stupid since they were eating less than two blocks from his apartment, so he finally relented and agreed with her decision to take the trolley and meet him at his place. She had finally gotten over most of her nerves about being out of the house alone, so he wanted to encourage her to venture out. 

Despite the good face he put on for Lillian, his gut told him the mess they were in was by no means over. Most of the time, though, he effectively pushed the fight with Richard to the farthest reaches of his mind, keeping it safely tucked away. He would rather concentrate on settling into banal domesticity, and what the average human considered to be a “normal relationship.”  

The sun was already setting when he heard Lillian come in his front door, and even though there was no immediate threat, he felt better knowing she was with him before dark. After the fifteenth check of how he looked, he walked out of the bathroom and found her standing there looking lovely as always in a long multi-colored skirt and tissue thin indigo sweater layered over a silver tank top. Silver ballet flats were on her feet and her hair hung loose in a beautiful chestnut curtain down her back. She fluttered over to greet him with a kiss and a smile.

She had finally begun to feel more like herself again and it showed on her face. Her last monthly cycle had been unbelievably harsh, and although she had attempted to downplay the severity and its effects, he knew differently. She tended to forget he could see right through her now. Not to mention the fact that something was off with her blood. He hadn't drunk from her neck in over a month, but their arrangement offered him a taste otherwise. He couldn't put his finger on what, but something was different. Not being receptive to his insistence that she see a doctor, he and Tara had instead pumped Lillian full of Vitamin C, iron supplements, and hot tea, and she had taken a few days off from the studio to lie around and do nothing. He was still worried, though, keeping an ever watchful eye for the past two weeks on what she ate and how much she slept.

“You look beautiful,” he murmured, kissing her again. “I don’t think I can measure up.”

“Oh, stop it,” she said, blushing slightly.

“Do you think I look alright?” he asked, stepping back from her and looking down at his clothes. 

“I think you look incredible as always,” she said with a smile. “Why? Are you actually nervous?” She seemed surprised.

“Lillian, these are your parents,” he said, walking to the kitchen to fix himself one last mug of blood before they left. “It’s bad enough to be a guy meeting his girl’s parents at all, but I’m not a regular bloke!”

“It’s not like we’re going to have ‘the conversation’ right there at the table,” she chided him. “I’ll work on excuses for Sunday dinner and stuff like that later. For now I just want them to meet the person they’ve heard so much about. They know we’ve been dating for a couple of months and that we spend a ton of time together, so they’re pretty anxious to check you out.”

He was so nervous he could hardly drink, still he forced himself. He didn’t need to get shaky while trying to impress her folks. She didn't seem wound up, though; shouldn't that make him feel better?

“Stop worrying,” she said, as if she could hear him think. “They are sweet and fairly open minded people. They love all of my friends, they support what I do, and accept my slightly unconventional life. They’re going to love you! Especially my mother; she’s a sucker for an accent.” She smiled at him reassuringly, but somehow he didn’t feel any better. 

He polished off his mug, popped a mint into his mouth, and they headed for the door, holding hands as they walked down the stairs and out onto the sidewalk. “Wait,” he said suddenly. “I forgot to ask: do your parents drink? And should I drink in front of them? I want to do whatever makes them most comfortable.”

“We’re Episcopalian,” she said with a look. “Trust me: drinking is not an issue. I’m 99% sure my dad will at least have a beer, if not a scotch. Just don’t get tanked at the table.”

“Do you realize how much I would have to drink to get tanked?” he asked, relieved that he could at least have a drink with dinner. “I don’t think your parents would ever let you talk to me again if they saw me drink that much.”

They reached the door of the restaurant soon enough. Upon checking with the hostess they discovered that the parents were already seated, and so she took them to the back corner table, nestled out of the way of traffic. As they approached, the sweet looking middle aged couple stood up to greet their daughter and her new beau.

Mr. Wethersfield was a moderately tall man, slightly shorter than Gabriel’s six foot two inches, with an average frame and a slight spread around the middle. He wore a plaid long-sleeved Ralph Lauren shirt with pleated khakis, and his salt and pepper hair was cut into a neat, nondescript style. He was friendly looking and gathered Lillian into a hug, turning his attention immediately afterward to Gabriel. His handshake was firm, and his tanned skin crinkled with a smile around his gold wire-rimmed glasses.

“Nice to finally meet you, son,” he said warmly. Gabriel returned the sentiment and turned to Mrs. Wethersfield, who had just finished kissing her daughter on the cheek. She was a tiny woman, and he immediately saw from whence Lillian had inherited her frame. Her hair was the same color as Lillian’s, but it was sprinkled with silver and cut short in a sensible bob. She wore a patchwork knit cardigan with a long denim skirt, and her green eyes sparkled at him as she reached up with open arms. 

“Now I’m gonna hug you, because that’s how we do things in our family,” she teased as she grabbed him. Her voice was kind and she had her own soft, country accent. He leaned in obligingly with a slight laugh and she patted his hand as she let him go. “It’s good to see you in person, Gabriel. We’ve seen pictures but I think you’re actually more handsome in real life.” She smiled broadly as they all sat down. 

“Mama!” Lillian chided, but her mother shushed her with a wave of her hand. Gabriel couldn’t help but feel a little embarrassed. He wondered what they had been told about him and how they felt about their daughter finally being in a new relationship. 

“We took the liberty of ordering ourselves some drinks,” Mr. Wethersfield said. “Brenda insisted we get here early.” He gave them a look over the top of his glasses and Gabriel had to force himself not to laugh as the older man took a sip of what he assumed was scotch.

“Well, I just didn’t want to have to wait for a table while we all tried to get acquainted,” Mrs. Wethersfield said in defense. She sipped her own iced tea and leaned towards Gabriel. “Now tell us a little about yourself, honey.”

“Brenda, let the boy order a beer before you start interrogating him,” Mr. Wethersfield protested, just as the waitress made her appearance. Gabriel couldn’t have agreed more and ordered himself a pint. Lillian ordered a glass of white wine and some water as her father turned to Gabriel again. “Forgive her son, she’s just a little excited.”

“It’s no problem, sir,” Gabriel said, and the older man shook his head.

“You’re going to have to stop all the sir nonsense,” he said. “I’m James and this is Brenda. I appreciate the show of respect, but you’re obviously quite attached to my daughter so I want us to be able to talk like friends, alright?”

“Aye,” Gabriel said, as Lillian squeezed his hand under the table. He supposed that was a good sign. “I’ll do my best to be as friendly as possible.”

James chuckled and picked up his menu. “Before we get too heavy into the grilling, Brenda, let’s order some supper.” The four busied themselves with choosing their entrees and soon the waitress was back with their drinks, ready to take their order. Gabriel’s request of a rare steak garnered an odd look from James, but he said nothing and Gabriel pretended not to notice.

“I just love to hear you talk,” Brenda said as the waitress disappeared with their menus. “Lillian told me you weren’t from around here, but I never thought it would sound quite that nice! Tell us all about yourself.”

Gabriel cleared his throat and took a big sip of his beer. He might as well jump in and give the good people what they wanted. “Well, I am from Scotland, but I’ve lived in London and Chicago, and I spent just short of a year in Charleston before coming here.”

“Charleston?” James perked up at the mention of the old Southern city. “Now that’s some pretty country down there. I have a buddy that owns a beach house on one of the outer islands. Took Lilly and Brenda down there when Lilly was about ten. Spent most of my time golfing while they went to the beach. Mighty nice as far as I can remember. What made you leave? It get too hot for you? Those summers get pretty dang warm.”

The irony of that statement almost made Gabriel laugh out loud. The southeastern coast was the epitome of sunny, humid, and hot, and one would not immediately think it to be an acceptable haven for vampires. On the contrary, Charleston was one of America’s oldest cities, and its rich heritage was a huge draw for those like him. Somehow when you can live for centuries, one longs for tangible evidence of the familiar. Charleston is proud of its history, carefully maintaining and restoring the architecture of its pre-Civil and Revolutionary War days, and there were tons of old churches, bedraggled and unkempt cemeteries, and plenty of dark shadows where night walkers could blend in. He actually missed the old city quite a bit. He suddenly realized his mind had wandered and Lillian’s father was still waiting for an answer.

“I’ve been in Paducah just under two years, and I came to join the art community here because it is so vibrant,” he said hastily. “I had a friend from Chicago that moved here for other reasons and told me all about it. I’m an artist; mainly paint, some pen and ink, which I’m sure Lillian has told you all about, but to be frank, I had too much competition in Charleston. The art market is lively there, but it’s a big city with many, many artists. It’s hard to be a big fish when it’s a big pond. Besides, most of the tourists want to buy things they can pack into their suitcases to take home, and I tend to use fairly large canvases that don’t travel well. So, I came here, and thus far I am very pleased. Paducah supports its artists like few other cities do. This city isn’t nearly as old, but with the river I still get the feel of a port town.” He looked over at his darling and she smiled encouragingly, urging him on. “I live a couple of blocks from here in a studio apartment, which is where I do all of my work as well.”

“I’ve heard those fancy downtown apartments are pretty expensive,” James pointed out. “How much money are you making from those paintings?” It was a slightly awkward question, but well within the right of a protective father. Gabriel decided to answer him as honestly as possible.

“Not that much,” he said with a chuckle. “I have a significant amount of savings and I’ve done some wise investing over the past few years. I do a little online trading as well.  I’m fairly blessed in that department, I suppose. I've had regular jobs in other places in addition to being an artist and I put most of that money back.”

“Investing? That’s a good move for someone your age,” James said, seeming impressed. 

“Yes sir,” he answered with a smile. Lillian’s dad seemed satisfied and he felt good that he didn’t have to outright lie to these nice people. 

“Gabriel, honey, do you have family back in Scotland?” her mother asked.

“No, ma’am,” he said honestly. “They’ve all passed away, unfortunately.”

“No brothers or sisters?” she asked, looking concerned, as if she felt sorry for him. 

“I had a younger brother who died when he was twelve,” he said. “I was eighteen then.” He left out the three sisters that married and lived until old age; as far as he knew,  their descendants still ran their family farm, but having never returned to his birthplace he really wasn’t sure.

“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.” She patted his hand on the table. “Well, if Lillian decides to keep you around, we’ll be more than happy to fill in for your parents. We've picked up a couple of other kids over the years, and we'd be glad to have you, too,” Brenda said with a big smile, prompting Lillian to roll her eyes in exasperation. It seemed like this woman was ready to marry her daughter off right there in the middle of the restaurant. Gabriel imagined that they had probably given up all hope that Lillian would ever get involved again, being that it had been three years since Travis had died and she hadn’t even gone out on a date. Who could blame her for being a little over enthusiastic?

“According to Lily’s roommates, you’re pretty handy with a hammer,” James said, shaking him out of his thoughts once again.

“Aye, I’ve helped out a bit here and there,” he admitted. Apparently, they were checking with other sources. “I learned a lot on my family’s farm about how to reuse and repair nearly everything we could.”

“Farm life? Now that’s my kind of stuff,” James said, seeming pleased that they had something in common. The two men fell easily into a discussion about livestock and the differences between farming in the river bluff land of western Kentucky as opposed to the rainy and rocky hills of Scotland, and while they chatted Lillian’s mother leaned over to her. Gabriel’s finely tuned hearing allowed him to catch most of their conversation despite his discussion with James.

“He is awfully handsome, Lillian!” she said in a whisper. “I think I like him quite a bit.” The look on her face said it all.

“Try to keep yourself in check, Mom,” Lillian said dryly. “I like him, too, but I don’t want you scaring him off.”

“Honey, I feel something different coming from him,” her mother said with a knowing nod. “I see the way he looks at you when he thinks we aren’t paying attention. You two are much more serious than you’ve let on, aren’t you?” Lillian just rolled her eyes at her mother again.

James seemed not to notice his wife’s brief side conversation with Lillian as he had shifted into talk of horses and riding. They invited him to see their farm in Mayfield, and he felt a nervous glance from Lillian. Gabriel accepted the open invitation graciously, leaving the details to be worked out at a later time. 

It was easy as they sat around the table drinking and talking of mundane things to forget that he wasn’t just another boyfriend meeting the parents for the first time. Suddenly he found himself hating what he was, and that was something he rarely did anymore. He wanted so badly to be able to declare his intentions to her father, to promise to marry and keep his daughter always, to give them grandchildren to spoil and big family Christmases to look forward to. He took his last slug of beer from the bottom of the glass and tried to swallow the bitterness that filled his mouth, the tiniest bit of regret that he had ever seen Lillian in the first place. 

Then she reached for his hand, and the soft touch of her fingers made him curse himself for ever thinking such things. He had promised her to stay as long as she wanted him, and he knew that in reality he could be with her for five, maybe even ten or fifteen years before anyone noticed he wasn’t aging. His emotional pendulum swung in the opposite direction, and he went right back to his usual protectiveness of their relationship and the firm resolve not to give it up until he was forced to.

The ladies ordered dessert and Gabriel decided to join James as he ordered another round of scotch. “I propose a toast,” James said, holding his glass high. “To whatever makes our Lily happy, and if that’s you, then that’s all the better.” He smiled at Gabriel as they clinked glasses, giving him a strange look with his warm smile. Odd.

There was more small talk, about the gallery, the weather, of Kevin and Tara and their lives at the moment, and then dinner was over. There was really nothing more to say that could be discussed at the first meeting. After an almost heated exchange about who should pick up the check – James finally won – they all four exited the restaurant and said their goodbyes on the sidewalk. 

“Don’t be such a stranger, sweetie. We miss you up at home,” Brenda said as she hugged her daughter. She turned to Gabriel and before he knew it she was hugging him as well. “And you just feel free to come and sit at my kitchen table at any time, hon. I could listen to you talk for hours!” She smiled at him, and Gabriel found himself to be slightly uncomfortable for a moment as he stammered a polite thank you.

Thankfully James rescued him with a firm handshake. “Gabriel, it’s good to meet you. You seem to me making a world of difference in our little girl, here. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen this much spark in her.” He patted him on the back as Gabriel thanked him for dinner. They waved as the older couple headed up Broadway towards their car and Gabriel and Lillian walked hand in hand in the opposite direction, back towards his apartment. 

“I think that went well,” he offered once they were out of earshot. “What do you think?” He pulled out a cigarette and lit it, feeling the calm begin to wash over him as he shook off his nerves.

“Daddy seemed to like you, and that’s not always easy,” she began. “And Mama... well, I was afraid she was going to start trying to pull your shirt off or something. In just under two hours, I think my mother developed a little crush on you.” She wrinkled up her nose at the thought of her mother being at all lustful over anyone.

“So, is that two thumbs up?” he questioned, taking a big drag.

“Well, yeah,” she said, as if it were all blindingly obvious. “Now we’ll have to deal with the matter of why you don’t come and visit.”

“Look at it this way: maybe we can work something out now that it will be getting dark earlier. By mid-November I’ll be able to leave the apartment ‘round four thirty or five.” He grinned at her as he exhaled a puff into the night air.

She shot him a look but kept walking in silence. They ended up walking all the way to the riverfront where they sat down on the edge of the concrete steps. A long barge slipped quietly by as its lights reflected like stars on the dark waters. It was cool and Gabriel wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close to him to keep her from getting chilly. She leaned into him and sighed, and he could feel something unspoken in the air between them.

“Say it,” he said softly. “Don’t make me dig for it.”

She sat up straight and looked him right in the eyes. “Move in with me,” she said. “We have the room, and with a little renovation you could have your own space where no one would bother you. We have spent almost every day together since the middle of August and so far, I’m not seeing this ‘difficult personality’ you’re supposedly hiding somewhere. Besides, you’re pretty much paying for an apartment that you’re only using to paint a few hours a day and then sleep in. Please?” There was no hesitation, no beating around the bush; just an honest request and for once he didn’t really have a reason to say no. 

“Yes. Yes, I will move in with you,” he answered simply. 

“Seriously?” she stammered. He nodded and she suddenly jumped up and yanked him to his feet, hugging him with her whole body. He twirled her around and kissed her, entranced by watching her smile to the point she couldn’t even purse her lips to properly kiss him back. “Oh wow,” she said. “There’s SO much to do! We have to call Tara and Kevin, and make plans of where to put all your stuff... there’s furniture to move, and I need to clean out the TV room...”

“Whoa, slow down there,” he said with a chuckle. “I didn’t say it would be tonight!”

“Well, I’ve already asked them both and they were completely behind the idea, so I know they won’t be a problem,” she said, her words coming a mile a minute. “Do you think you can do it by Halloween? That way we can make the party a ‘welcome Gabriel to the house’ party, too!”

“I’ll have to talk to Frank about my lease, but I think it runs out at the end of November anyway,” he said, grabbing her hand and pulling her back to the sidewalk. “Now hang on, take a deep breath and let’s be calm about this. There are still a lot of details to be worked out.”

They walked back towards his apartment where they had planned to spend the night, but Lillian couldn’t seem to calm down. “I don’t care about details,” she said excitedly. “All I care about is that you’re about to not ever going to leave me in the middle of the night again!” She danced around him like a kid on a sugar rush, and all he could do was laugh. He had to admit that even though he was still a little hesitant, the idea of not having to be in two separate places was the best thing he had heard in months. 
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Chapter 2
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Lillian slammed down her pencil in frustration, causing the teacher presiding over study hall to look up sharply. “Sorry,” she mumbled and put her head in her hands. Elementary French was going to drive her insane. Thankfully, Mrs. Warren went back to grading papers. 

Suddenly she had the feeling that someone was very close to her. She looked up and found the shaggy haired kid from across the library table had leaned over to check out her work. 

“What are you doing?” she asked, annoyed. What was his name? Keith? Kevin? Something like that.

“It looks like you've just got some of your verb tenses mixed up.” He pointed to a sentence she had been attempting to translate.

“And what makes you the resident French expert?” she snapped. “You sit at the back of the room and never say anything at all!” He was a skater type; not many of those in Mayfield. She never saw him with anyone she knew very well. As far as she knew, he hung out with a bunch of geeks that played D&D on the weekends. 

The guy shrugged and sat back in his chair. “My grandma is old school Louisiana French. Insists that we speak nothin' else at the dinner table. Done it since I was thirteen.”

“Wow,” Lillian blurted out. Interesting. She had heard from someone he was from California but nobody seemed to know much about him. He popped up freshman year out of nowhere.

“I can help you if you want. Or maybe you can come by the house and practice,” he offered, and then immediately looked embarrassed. “Okay wait, I didn't mean that like it sounded... I wasn't trying to...” His words stumbled and he flushed through what looked like a permanent tan.

“Trying to what? Hit on me? Ask me out?” Lillian couldn't help but poke fun at him.

“Naw, man,” he laughed nervously. “Relationships are kinda complicated for me. I try to avoid 'em when I can.” He gave her a sideways grin. What did that mean? 

“Aren't you in my Art I class?” she asked, trying to change the subject. He looked relieved. 

“Yeah, I think so. You into art?” He looked hopeful. There weren't many serious artists in Mayfield, either.

“Yeah,” she answered. “It's what I want to do with my life.” Simple truth. That was the sum of it. 

“That's cool, man.” He leaned back on the back legs of his chair, put his hands behind his head, and grinned at her. 

He studied her with his big hazel puppy dog eyes and she strangely didn't feel weird or uncomfortable. More like she had known him forever and finally caught up to him again.

*******
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SUNDAY CAME AND LILLIAN was awake early, too excited to sleep. She and Gabriel had stayed up late the night before, talking and sketching, making plans for how things would be when they moved him into her place. They had decided to convert the current TV room on the second floor into his studio space and move the TV into the sitting area at the front of the second floor landing. Gabriel’s mostly new living room furniture would take the place of that in the current sitting area, and those chairs and matching couch would replace the worn out stuff in the basement. It was going to be a Rubik’s cube of furniture swapping, but somehow it would all work. There was still some discussion about the bedroom furniture, though; they weren’t sure if there was going to be a place for his bed in that one room with all of his art supplies and canvases. Lillian knew he really wanted a room where he could shut the door and sleep without making hers off limits all day, every day, so they were going to do their best to fit it in.

Gabriel had been insistent that he pay for a new outbuilding for the back yard, a small storage thing to go next to the current garage. It would allow them to put a lot of the stuff from the basement outside, and therefore finish out the basement into a den-type area, with a more comfortable place to hang out and entertain. He had also said he would put his television down there and they could get rid of the smaller one along with the old furniture.

She crept out of bed and into the bathroom, trying her best not to wake him. They had come home from their walk and talked for what seemed like hours before she had finally fallen asleep. She knew he had stayed up a little while afterward, doing who knows what. Now she washed her face and brushed her teeth, pulling back on her clothes from the previous night. There was so much to do at home, so much to get ready, that she couldn’t stand to hang around all day waiting for him to wake up. 

She sent Tara a quick text, telling her the good news and got an equally excited response. With no further fallout from the fight with Richard, Tara had settled back into her funny sort of friendship with Gabriel, and he had pretty much become part of their household already. Now it was going to be official.

Lillian slipped back out into the apartment and tiptoed over to the bed, sitting down on the edge closest to him. He jumped slightly as if he had been startled out of a dream, looking confused for a moment before he managed to focus on her face.

“I know it’s early for you, but I can’t sleep any more,” she said softly, brushing the hair out of his face. “I’m going to head home and try to get a few things done, okay?”

He reached up and grabbed her hand, turning it so he could kiss the palm. “Don’t start moving furniture by yourself. You’ll just end up getting hurt. Promise?” A suspicious eyebrow raised, his eyes heavy and sleepy.

“I promise,” she said. “Nothing big, at least.” She smiled at him innocently and he was too tired to argue. He lay back onto the pillows and she leaned in and gave him a quick kiss before grabbing her bag and heading for the door. 

It was Sunday and the trolley wasn't running, so she would have to make the trek back home on foot, but she didn’t mind; it was sunny and breezy, a little cool but not uncomfortable. As she walked, she thought about what it would be like to have another person in the house. Taking the fact he was her boyfriend out of it, it would be nice to have the bills split four ways instead of three. And he would be paying a lot less in rent and utilities at her place than he did for the apartment he had right now. It seemed to be a win-win all around from a money standpoint.

The birds sang cheerily in the bright sun, the crisp fall day seeming to echo her good mood as the changing leaves rustled in the gentle wind. People were outside, walking dogs, cleaning flowerbeds, and hanging onto what could be one of the last perfect days before the cold weather started to come. Her mind raced, and although she was extremely happy, her thoughts held none of the calm of the elements around her. 

Would it be weird, having him there all the time? She had lived with Travis for over a year before the accident, and they managed fine in a very small apartment. At least in her big old house she and Gabriel could find some space if they got mad at each other. And being that they had different sleep schedules, it would probably end up being more like they had little apartments next to each other rather than sharing a room. She doubted they would even end up in the same bed for very long every night. Of course, there was always a good reason to start out in bed together.

Suddenly she got a little panicked: if he was there with her every day, seeing her when she looked terrible, when she was sick, tired, and cranky, would he still find her attractive? Would he still want her the way he does now? Or would the sexiness of it all go straight out the window? In the past two months she has had sex more times with Gabriel than she probably did in six months or more with Travis, and honestly, she felt a little spoiled. It wasn’t always as blazing hot as it was the first night they were together, but they certainly never lacked in physical chemistry. Maybe the pseudo-separate bedrooms would help keep up the mystery. On the other hand, he had seen her in pretty bad shape a couple of times already and it didn’t seem to dampen things.

As she walked up the last block to her house, she couldn’t help but smile at the display in the yard. She and Tara had decorated a little of the exterior for Halloween already and the fall display was so colorful. The walkway and steps were lined with pumpkins and gourds of all shapes, sizes and colors, the outside of the porch was surrounded by hay bales with still more pumpkins on top, and two large bunches of corn stalks adorned walkway at the edge of the porch where it led up to the front door. They were planning a big party for the weekend before Halloween since the actual holiday fell on a Tuesday, and they would add even more decorations before then. That was two weeks away, and if she planned on having Gabriel moved in and the house ready, they would have to move quickly. 

She rounded the corner and walked to the back of the house, just in time to see Kevin exiting the shop out back. “Kev, I need to talk to you,” she called towards him across the yard. He pulled his welding helmet all the way off and tossed it on the grass along with his heavy gloves. She could see the sweat dripping down his face and neck.

“’Sup Lil?” he said, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. “It’s hot as the devil's ass in there! Cool with you if we go inside first? I need a drink!”

They headed in the back door and into the kitchen. Lillian thought she should be nice, so she poured him a big glass of iced tea.

“Thanks girl. What’s goin’ on?” He looked expectantly at her as he drained half the glass in one big gulp.

“I asked Gabriel to move in with me last night and he said yes,” she said nervously. She knew Kevin had previously agreed to the idea, but now that it was a reality she was worried about his reaction. 

“Cool, dude!” he said with a big grin. “About time I got some manliness in here!”

Lillian smiled, feeling relieved. “Well, we have a lot to do to get him moved in...with his special needs and all.”

“You tell me what needs to be done and I am at your disposal,” he said with a mock salute. “Just give me another hour or so to finish the thing I’m puttin’ together and I’m all yours!” He drained the rest of his glass and set it on the counter. “I’ll be outside for a while, but I’ll come find you when I come in, ‘kay?”

“Okay,” she said with a smile. She could always count on Kevin for anything, she should have known that. As he left to finish his latest metal creation, she decided to go upstairs and look at the TV room, just to see if they could fit his bed and his studio stuff in there at the same time.

She got upstairs and looked around: right now the room held a couch, coffee table, two end tables and an entertainment center with a moderate sized TV. The back corner of the room held a completely unused treadmill and a couple of boxes of stuff that Lillian really had no idea who it belonged to. It was obvious they only used half of this room, and she figured that it was plenty big for Gabriel’s studio, maybe even his bed. She walked out and around, through her bedroom and into the bathroom that bumped up against the wall of the TV room, looking at the wall that lies in between. What if there was a door there?

“What ‘cha lookin’ at, Lil?” Suddenly Kevin was behind her, and she jumped a foot at the sound of his voice. “Hang on! Chill out, man. Didn’t mean to scare you!” He reached to steady her. “I decided to call it a day. I got kinda stuck where I was.”

“No, I was just lost in thought, that’s all,” she said, brushing him off. “Do you think we could tear this down? You know, put a door up between the TV room and this bathroom?”

“You sure you want to do that? I mean, once it’s done, it’s done, you know.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” she said, slightly irritated. “Besides, if we put a door here then Gabriel and I can have his whole side to ourselves like a little apartment. He can have his studio space, the bathroom...everything but a kitchen right here. We can make sure the curtains keep him safe.”

“Sounds good to me,” Kevin said, agreeable as always. “Want me to do it?” He and Lillian and Tara had all three done their fair share of construction work when they were renovating that house three years ago, and Kevin was very good at do-it-yourself remodeling. “It's sheet rock that we put up when we all moved in, not that old plaster, so it shouldn't be too hard.”

“Sure,” she said. “Might as well get started! What do you want me to do?”

“Um... go downstairs and get some plastic to cover the stuff in your bathroom. It’s going to get pretty dusty,” he said, looking around. “I’ll take some measurements and make a trip to Lowe’s. We’ll need a door and some stuff for the framing.”

“I’ll go with you,” she offered. “It’s my idea, so I might as well pay for it if you’re going to do the work.”

“Who said I’m going to do all the work?” he asked with a laugh.  “But if you wanna pay, I’m not gonna argue.” He pulled a tape measure out of the tool belt he still had on from working outside and started to get the dimensions of what would soon be the doorway to Gabriel’s room. 

Soon they were in Kevin’s pitiful excuse for a truck and on their way to the home improvement store, Lillian practically bouncing in her seat she was so excited. She had changed into an old pair of jeans and a T-shirt, and was ready to work, ready to move furniture, ready to get Gabriel into her house... she was just ready.

“Do you need to talk to G about this first? Like before we start knocking down walls and stuff?” Kevin asked hesitantly. 

“We decided last night that the TV room would become his studio, so I don’t think he’s going to disagree with having a more direct route into my bedroom.” She shot him a look and that was the end of that line of questioning.

She rattled on while they drove, telling Kevin about the plans for an additional storage building behind the house and swapping out the furniture. He seemed to perk up at the news of finishing out the basement.

“Man, that’s gonna make poker nights so much cooler!” he said with a grin. “Maybe we can put in a bar, too!”

“That’s up to you guys. You and Gabriel have claim to all that area down there. Except the laundry part: Tara and I just want a nice place to hang and fold clothes.” 

“That’s cool. I’m just pumped about having a man cave, and I finally have a bro in the house to share it with!” He was getting as excited as she was now. They pulled into the parking lot and jumped out like a couple of kids headed for the circus.

They made a quick pass through the store, picking a simple interior door with a frame and a doorknob that would coordinate with the bathroom. The other room really had no decorating scheme as of yet, so it didn’t matter. She chose a masculine-looking olive color and had two cans of paint mixed to cover the walls. It was almost a neutral, and by the looks of his apartment Lillian knew the color would be acceptable for Gabriel. They grabbed the wood for the framing and checked out, loading it all into the back of the rusty little truck. While Kevin tied everything down, Lillian wandered over to the portable outbuildings and made note of some prices so she could tell Gabriel later.

They got everything back to the house and Lillian helped Kevin carry all the materials up to the TV room. They pushed the boxes and the treadmill out into the hallway and moved the furniture to the other side of the room and covered it with plastic. The bathroom was already covered and protected, so Kevin marked off the area where he would cut the sheetrock and went out to get his tools from the shed in the back. 

Lillian decided she would busy herself with sifting through those unknown boxes while Kevin started the rough cutting of the wall. He came back upstairs, tools in hand as she opened the first one. Both of them had a big “L” written on the top right-hand corner so she guessed they must belong to her. “I’ll be out here if you need me,” she said. He gave her a wave and headed in, the whir of the reciprocating saw starting as she began to pull things out of the box. 

She wasn’t at all prepared for what she found. It was full of things from her apartment she had shared with Travis: pictures of the two of them, still in frames, gifts he had given her, and little mementos of their entire relationship. There was a crumbling rose in a Ziploc bag, a pom-pom from Murray State’s homecoming game, pictures of them from a rowdy New Year’s Eve party at a fraternity house... their life together was all there, packed neatly into a large cardboard box.

Until she opened that box, she didn’t even remember most of it. Of course, she hadn’t been the one to pack it all up. After Travis had died, her mother and Tara had packed up the apartment and moved her back home. Someone had the presence of mind to keep all this separate from her other belongings, and somehow, she had never looked for any of it. It had been here all along, in a stack of boxes in this room, right next to where she had slept for the past two years. Tara had just recently cleared out a bunch of her stuff from this back corner, leaving these two boxes that no one seemed to know what to do with. 

But now this one was open, and the grief washed over her like a tidal wave. Here she was, literally clearing out a space to make room for the new man in her life and the old pain reared its ugly head once again. Despite her best efforts, the tears spilled over the edges of her eyes and ran silently down her cheeks. Her hands shook as she tried to pack everything back into the cardboard container, but she couldn’t seem to get it to fit quite right. Like Pandora’s Box, she knew she had unleashed something that would have been better left alone. She tried to force a picture frame back down into the pile of memories, but it just wouldn’t go down far enough.

The crash of the glass on the wall brought Kevin running from inside the room. His clothes were covered in dust and he jerked his face mask off as he came, stopping short when he saw her sitting there crying with her face in her hands. 

“What the hell,” he had started to say, but his words disappeared at the sight of the open box. He knew immediately what its contents were from. The picture lay on the floor near the opposite wall, the frame splintered and the broken glass scattered around it with her face and Travis’s smiling up through the shards. He squatted down next to her and pulled her close to him, holding her as she sobbed into his dusty T-shirt.

“Lil, it’s gonna be okay,” he said, trying to soothe her. He stroked her hair like she was a little girl as she looked up at him through bleary eyes and sneezed from the sheet rock dust. “Bless you,” he said. “Sorry 'bout that.”

“I’m sorry I scared you,” she sniffled. “I wouldn’t have opened that box if I had known what was in it.” Her voice trailed off as she stared at the pile of broken pieces across the hall. 

“T put that box in here right after we all moved in and buried it under her stuff. I’m pretty sure she forgot it was up here. I sure did,” he said, sitting down beside her. “The other one has stuff from your old apartment, but it’s just regular house things, like candles and junk, not Travis-type stuff. She told me once a long time ago not to ever let you open them. I think I kinda let her down by not keepin’ an eye on you.” He looked like someone had kicked him. His eyes had already filled with tears of his own.

“No, you didn’t,” she said, wiping her nose on the hem of her T-shirt. “It’s been three years, Kev. I had to see it all eventually. Denial isn’t the healthiest way to live, you know.”

“Yeah, I know, but today? Did you have to see it right now? I mean, I hope being sad isn’t going to change your mind about G movin’ in, ‘cause I’ve got half that spot cut open already, and I would hate to have to patch that shit back up.”

Lillian couldn’t help but laugh a little at that. “No, I’m not going to change my mind. But how is it that I can love Gabriel so much and still be so sad about Travis? Shouldn’t I be over that by now?”

“Lil, if it was me that had died, would you never make another friend again?” he asked her, recovering himself a little.

“Well, no,” she answered, looking slightly confused.

“Look, I know it’s not the same, but it kinda is: your heart didn’t stop being able to love because Trav died. But finding an awesome dude like G doesn’t make what happened before hurt any less, and it doesn’t mean you didn’t love Trav with everything in you. You did! I was there, remember?” He was so sincere, staring at her with his big hazel eyes, dreadlocks held back by a paint-splattered do-rag and a fine coat of white dust all over him like snow. He looked a little like Falkor from The Neverending Story.

“Yeah,” she said softly. Kevin had walked this road with her for a long time: he had known her longer than Tara or anyone else she still called her friend. They had met in high school and both went to Murray State after graduation, seeing each other through stupid jobs, awful roommates, terrible dates, the loss of his grandmother, and then there was the big one. Kevin never gave up that she would be okay, coming by her house to see her to sit and talk even when she couldn’t or wouldn’t answer. He was her brother, not just her friend.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said softly. “Don’t cut yourself open again for nothin'.”

She looked at him blankly, not knowing how to answer. Tears trickled down her face again, but the racking sobs were over. It was quietness now, little rivers of pain she knew somehow would never quite heal. Maybe they weren’t supposed to.

He walked over and pulled the photograph from the pile of glass and wood on the floor and shook it off without another word, placing it on top of the box and folding the flaps back in over it. He picked the box up and took it down the main stairs away to God only knows where, leaving her alone for a minute. She watched the sun come through the windows of the TV room through the open door, little specks of dust dancing in the light. She wished that dust was actually magical, some sort of fairy spell that would take this away, make it all seem like a bad dream. But then Kevin was back, dustpan and broom in hand, and she pulled herself up to hold the pan as he silently swept up the glass and splinters. He took it from her, dumped the glass into the trashcan that sat just inside the TV room and leaned the broom against the wall. He came back out and put his arm around her shoulders.

“Why don’t you come in here with me for a while and help me pull down some sheet rock? I’ve got an extra mask in here that I’m sure you’d look rockin’ hot in.” He grinned at her, and she couldn’t help but smile back. 

********
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THE SUN BEGAN TO DIP towards the horizon and Gabriel felt himself start to come to consciousness. With a stretch, he reached for Lillian and was sharply reminded by the emptiness that she had left in the middle of the day. He rolled over stiffly; the clock only said 4:30, but he guessed that he had gotten enough sleep. He had gone to bed before sunrise after all. Plus, she had been so wound up when she left that he was anxious to see what she had gotten herself into in the past few hours.

He reached for the phone and dialed her number, waiting through two, three, four rings... he was preparing himself for voicemail when she picked up, sounding breathless and rushed. 

“Hello?”

“Hello there, sweetheart. Wasn’t sure for a moment you were going to answer,” he said, his voice almost a growl, heavy with sleep. He could feel it rumble in his chest as he talked. It definitely felt too early to be awake.

“Sorry, we’re just busy over here, that’s all.” She sounded distracted, and he wondered briefly if she even wanted to talk to him. That’s silly; she had just asked him to move in. Of course she wanted to talk to him. 

“What are you doing right now?” he asked, sitting up to rub his face, trying to sound a little more personable.

“Um... touching up paint... on the walls,” she said. Paint? What room was she painting? Maybe he shouldn’t even bother asking. He probably didn’t want to know.

“Well, I’m just waking up, so if you’ll give me a bit, I’ll be over,” he said, pulling himself out of bed and shuffling his way to the refrigerator. Damn. He was on his last thermos. There better be some fresh blood sitting outside his door or he was going to find Nick and drain him instead. He filled his mug and started towards the couch.

“Um...” she said again, “can you wait about an hour or two at least? I wasn't really expecting you so early.” Wait? She had never asked him to wait before. Usually, she wanted him over there at the first possible minute. That was strange and it irritated him somehow.

“Lillian, what’s going on?” His question came out more aggressive than he intended, and he regretted it as soon as it escaped his mouth.

“Nothing!” she protested sharply. “I just have something I want to surprise you with, that’s all.” 

The shrillness in her voice made him worried that he had hurt her feelings. What in the world had she gone off all half-cocked and done? He sighed and took a long drink. “It will take me at least an hour to become at all sociable. If you can’t tell already, I’m having a rough morning. I might stay here for a little while and try to sort some things out; maybe even pack a bit of my clothes and whatnot.” Maybe that would smooth things over; reminding her that he intended to honor his agreement to move in.

“Oh, sweetie, don’t be grumpy.” Her voice became warm and he knew that he had her full attention now. “We’ve been working all afternoon on this for you and you’re going to love it, I promise.” Suddenly he heard the timbre of a male voice close behind her and he found himself getting irritated again.

“Who the hell is that?” he snapped. 

“Wow, you are cranky tonight!” she snapped back. “That’s Kevin, and you need to calm down! He’s worked his butt off for you today, and I’ll be honest, at this very second he’s probably a lot more excited than I am that you’re moving in!”

Way to go, idiot. Piss the girl off enough and she’ll take back her invitation. “Sweetheart, I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I just feel all out of sorts for some reason.”

“It’s okay,” she said, her voice softening again. “Now go have some breakfast and a cigarette. I can’t have you taking a bite out of any of us because you’re in a bad mood.” She was slightly patronizing, poking fun at him and his grumbling. “Just call me before you head over. If you want to wait a while, maybe even until dark, you could bring a load of stuff in your car.” She sounded hopeful, and that made him smile a bit.

“I might,” he said. “Still love me?”

“Even when you’re grumpy,” she said back. 

They hung up and he did as he was told and lit a cigarette, watching the smoke curl slowly in the dim light. He heard footsteps coming up the stairs so he got up and grabbed the pajama pants off the end of the bed and pulled them on. He waited for the doorbell but heard only the thump of a package, so he opened the door just in time to see Nick turn to go back down the stairs.

“Not going to stop in to say hello?” he asked as he picked up the box. Nick jumped like he had been shot as he turned around, but looked happy to see his friend. 

“Man, I didn’t think you got up this early!” he said, coming back up the stairs. He followed Gabriel into the apartment. 

“Got a second?” Gabriel asked. He sat the refrigerated box on the counter and walked over to the armchair.

“You’re my last stop, my man. I’m finished for the night!” Nick said with a smile, plopping himself unceremoniously onto the couch. “I always leave you till last, just in case it gets dark. You’re less likely to mistake me for breakfast.” If he only knew the thought that crossed Gabriel's mind a few minutes ago.

“I need to tell you something,” he said, taking a long drink from his mug. “I’m moving in with Lillian.”

“What? Wow, man, that’s like, serious shit!” Nick looked surprised.

“Aye,” he agreed. “I’ll let you know when I make the actual move so you can change my delivery to over there. But I’m looking to do it within a week or so.”

“Man, that’s cool, and on more than one front: it puts you closer to me! You can just walk up the street to hang out, and I can drop off your shit on my way home!” Nick seemed pleased, even if it was just from a selfish standpoint. “What made you decide to give up this place?”

“Well, I’m never here,” he began, taking a long drag. “I just come here to sleep and paint. She has that huge house, and even with two roommates they have enough space for me to have a room just for my studio. The house has an entrance to the tunnels in the basement, and now that both of her friends know about me, there’s nothing to stop us. She asked me over a month ago and I told her no, but things get more serious with us every day. It seems like the next step, you know?” 

“That’s awesome,” Nick said, beaming. He seemed genuinely happy for the two of them. “Man, I’ve gotta run, but if you need help moving furniture, just holla.” He stood up and Gabriel did as well. “Congratulations, man. Looks like you’re working your way into something pretty permanent!” He reached and shook Gabriel’s hand and then bounced out the door.

As Gabriel shut the door behind him, he realized he needed to talk to Frank about his lease and that should be soon. Especially before Kevin decided to open his sometimes poorly timed mouth. He threw on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, ran a hand through his hair, jammed his feet into a pair of tennis shoes and stubbed out his cigarette. He grabbed his keys and walked out onto the landing, locked the door behind him and headed down to the apartment below. Knocking on the door, he waited.

Soon there was Frank, a rather large fellow with thick glasses who looked like a mixture of Penn Jillette and every geek in high school you ever knew in high school. The difference was that Frank had parlayed his geek-dom and love of comics into a decently profitable life for himself.

“Gabriel! What’s up, man?” he said with a smile and a handshake. “Kevin says he’s been seeing quite a lot of you around his house the last month or so.” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. Despite being neighbors and having the landlord-renter relationship, they didn’t actually talk very often.

“I suppose you could say that,” Gabriel said with a smile. “Look, that’s the reason I’m here. Lillian has asked me to move in with her, so I think I’m going to let my lease expire at the end of November.”

“Aw, dude, I hate to hear that,” Frank said, looking genuinely disappointed. “You’re a great renter, I tell ya’. Are you sure you want to stay through November? From what I hear you’re practically living over there already.”

“Well, almost,” he said with a chuckle. “But I’ll pay you through November regardless. I might need a place to hold my stuff while we get a few things worked out.”

“No problem, man, take as long as you need,” he said. “You know anyone that might want your place, though? I could use another one like you.”

Gabriel almost laughed out loud at that. Another one like me. Frank had no idea what he was asking for. Of course, it would be almost ideal for another vampire, considering the solitude, the tunnel access, the parking on the east side... no one came to mind, but he would call Stefan and see if anyone was looking to relocate. “I have an idea of who I might call. I’ll see if I hear anything in the next week or two.”

They shook hands and Gabriel headed back upstairs. He needed to unpack the box from Nick and get a shower before he could even think about packing his stuff up. He didn’t relish the thought. In nearly a hundred and fifty years of being a vampire, he had gotten really sick of moving. Of course, it wasn’t until the last fifty or so that he had even bothered to keep more stuff than he could fit into several suitcases. In the 1960’s he had lived out of a duffel bag for a good five years.

After another mug and a shower, he got dressed and looked around the apartment. Where to start? He couldn’t believe he was about to pack this place up; he had only been here for just under two years. Maybe it was best to go with the clothes first. He pulled his two suitcases, duffel bag, and hanging clothes bag from underneath the bed and shook them all out. When he had come here from Charleston, he had carried nothing more than these bags and a backpack. He had shipped a trunk ahead to Alicia, full of art supplies and a few knick-knacks, but other than that he had bought everything when he got here. 

He started pulling his clothes out of the dresser and armoire, separating them into piles on the bed. How much should he take? He decided to leave at least two changes of clothes in the apartment and take everything else with him. If he was going to do this, he needed to jump in with both feet: start sleeping there, showering there, and as soon as he had a place, start painting there. Suit, dress shirts and pants, other button-ups, leather jacket, his one and only sport coat and pair of khakis: it all fit into the hanging bag. He stuck his dress shoes in the bottom and zipped it up, throwing it on the couch. One down, four to go. Would all his clothes even fit into these bags anymore? Alicia had made him go shopping at one point last spring, so he might actually have too much.

He managed to fill the entire duffel bag with his seemingly never-ending supply of jeans. The other suitcase held an extensive collection of t-shirts, his long-sleeved pullovers, lounge pants and running shorts. On second thought, he pulled one pair of lounge pants back out and left them on the bed. He crammed the tennis shoes into the top of the duffel bag and took it and the suitcase to his staging area in the living room. 

He went to the bathroom and emptied the drawers next, deciding to leave his travel toiletry kit and take his everyday items with him instead. He filled the remaining suitcase and used the extra space within to pop in four thermoses. That would last him a couple of days at least. Suspecting that he would be back at some point in the evening, he opted to leave his messenger bag and sketch book where it lay on his counter.
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