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      One


      Baboom, baboom, baboom.


      


      Over and over it played like an annoying song you wish would end.


      If being a vampire was as romantic, exciting and perfect as movies made it out to be, I would be happy. But I am not. I refer to myself as a person out of pure habit. I am far from a person. To be considered a person you have to be human. I am not. You have to eat food. I do not. You have to sleep. I do not. You have to have a beating heart. I do not.


      “Enough of this self pity!” I said as I walked away from the window toward my dresser. “This is your life. Deal with it!” I realized as I opened the top drawer I had said this aloud. What did it matter? There was no one to hear me. If I did not speak aloud to myself, I may forget how to use my voice. That would be strange.


      It was time to get dressed and go out. Anything to sate this burning thirst. Besides, I couldn’t stand the sounds coming through the thin walls. They made my mouth water.


      Looking in the bathroom mirror, I decided to wear my hair down. It was a good place to hide from staring eyes. So what if I look like a madwoman hiding behind a veil of hair? That was my business. My brown eyes looked almost black, showing my hunger. I needed to do something about that, fast.


      On my way out the door, I grabbed my black leather jacket off the back of a chair. I’m not sure if I wore it out of habit or for the sake of appearance since I never felt cold. I was a good actress, doing things because they were expected, but I usually didn’t bother because it wasn’t always worth the effort, pretending to be human. Don’t get me wrong, I was human once. But when I spent most of my time alone, what difference did it make?


      As I went down the stairs to the front door, I couldn’t help but notice the mailboxes. The names of the tenants were neatly taped to the bottom of each box. There were four: Clara Warren, the old lady across the hall; me; Samantha and Paul Worthington; and Jack Collins. The other tenants were here long before me and would be here long after – as always. I could imagine people thinking of me and referring to me as “the lady that left.”


      Just as I grabbed the doorknob to step into the brisk night air, the door was yanked open and Jack walked in with his dog. The dog shook himself before he realized I was standing there. As usual, he let out a growl from the back of his throat. The fur on the back of his neck stood straight up. Jack tightened his grip on the leash and looked at me with embarrassment. The dog continued to growl and sniff. I stood motionless.


      “I am so sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with him. Silly dog! He usually likes everybody.” Jack looked back and forth between the dog and my feet as he spoke.


      “That’s okay. He doesn’t mean any harm. He’s just being protective.” Keeping my eyes on the dog, I tried not making any sudden movements.


      “Let’s go, silly dog. Leave the nice lady alone.” He squeezed past me and around the side of the banister. He rushed down the hall but glanced back with an apologetic look. I turned the knob and left the building as fast as I could manage while appearing as if all were normal. If I moved too slowly, he might take it as an invitation to talk to me and that’s something I didn’t want right now. I didn’t want to know anything personal about the people in the building. I didn’t want to hear their thoughts. Besides, quenching my thirst was more important.


      Walking down the street with no particular destination in mind, I looked at the houses nestled along perfect yards or hidden behind picket fences and imagined what it would be like to live in one. What would it be like to have a husband, children and a job? What would it be like to have dinner with a family at a table with fresh linen and place mats instead of in some dark alley? I let those visions run through my mind as my feet carried me around the corner and in the direction of Joe’s Place. The local corner bar would be full of possibilities tonight, despite the frigid temperature.


      I reached the door just as someone was leaving and she held it open for me. Avoiding her eyes, I thanked her as I passed. I felt her tense and knew she sensed something about me. That is how most humans react to my presence. They keep their distance but they never really know why. It is an internal defense mechanism they are equipped with, even though their minds are too closed to notice.


      Looking around the smoke-filled room, I noticed a handful of tables open and chose one in the back corner. The table wobbled, though there was a matchbook under one of the legs. The ashtray was filled with butts and there was a crumpled napkin next to it. Oh well. Not the classiest of places but it was best being concealed behind a cloud of smoke. Besides, if I was going to feed tonight, this was the best place, besides the police station, to get the kind of meal I desired.


      “What can I get you?” The waitress, a petite blond with blue eyes and a pony tail grabbed the ashtray and the used napkin as she looked at me. Her eyes filled with questions her lips refused to ask. Lucky for me that she dismissed her thoughts as crazy. I did not want what was on her mind tonight. That would be a distraction and while most days it is what I enjoy to pass the hours, tonight, I needed something different.


      “A glass of white wine, please.” I kept my eyes on the table.


      “Would you like a menu?”


      “No, thank you. Just a glass of white wine,” I repeated as if she would have forgotten in the past two seconds. Sometimes I think I underestimate the human mind’s potential.


      “Sure thing.” She carried the trash away.


      In my years of hanging around dark, smoky bars, I discovered white wine is the easiest thing to pretend to drink. I could dump it into a plant or under the table before anyone noticed there was a puddle. It was also a scent I rather enjoyed. Hard liquor had an overpowering, medicinal scent that was distracting to my overdeveloped sense of smell. Beer reminded me of the day after a frat party with its stale aroma. White wine had a mild, flowery scent.


      She set the glass and clean ashtray in front of me and turned to walk back to the bar. She appeared to have no desire to spend an extra second by my side. It was apparent by the look on her face that she had no idea why she couldn’t be affable toward me. But she wasn’t rude.


      Sitting with my fingers around the glass, I let my mind start to open and search the thoughts in the room. It was something I learned to control over the years, listening when I wanted and turning it off when I didn’t. The only time I had no control over it was when I went long periods of time without feeding. People’s thoughts flooded my mind then and there was nothing I could do to stop it, except feed. It wasn’t just thoughts I could hear. It was also whispered conversations. Sometimes it was hard to distinguish what was thought and what was spoken without seeing lips moving. Not that I needed to be too close. My eyes could pick up the smallest movements from great distances.


      The couple at the end of the bar was telling the bartender, who happened to be Joe himself, about the new vampire movie they just saw. The man said it was too farfetched. The woman said she loved it and thinks vampires are sexy and she wished they were real. She would love to have their power, their looks, and their sex appeal. Of course, movies make vampires out to be very sexual beings with superhuman qualities. As the man spoke to the bartender about other horror movies, the woman’s thoughts were about her desires. I wished I had an excuse to talk to her about it. It’s not like I could walk up to her and say, “Excuse me, I was just eavesdropping on your thoughts and I think you couldn’t be more wrong!” She would think I was insane. All I could do was laugh.


      Looking around the room, I concentrated my energy on other thoughts. As I looked at the seated figures, it was hard to ignore the deafening sounds of their beating hearts and the blood rushing through their veins. My mouth watered and my throat was on fire. At first, I noticed nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing interesting. Nothing condemning anyone to the inevitable death that awaited.


      “Can I get you something else?” I jumped, startled as the waitress stood next to me eying the untouched glass of wine. I was concentrating on everyone else in the room and did not hear her coming.


      “No. It’s fine, thank you. I guess I’m just not that thirsty,” I said without looking at her. I stared at my glass so she couldn’t see the panic on my face. Damn! I had been distracted and not tuning in on the whole picture. That could be dangerous. It wasn’t often someone was able to sneak up on me.


      “Well, if you change your mind, let me know. I’m Lori.” Now she had a name.


      “I will,” I replied, picking up the glass to show her I was about to take a sip and put an end to her worry. Of course, I would not.


      “I can take the ashtray away…guess you don’t smoke. You’re one of the few I ever see here who doesn’t. Everyone else…Oh my God!” She stopped talking and focused her wide eyes toward the entrance. My curiosity piqued. A hulking figure had just entered. At first glance, I pegged him as a truck driver. Many truck drivers stopped here on their way through Washington, probably headed to Alaska. He had the typical beer belly. His graying hair was stuffed under a dirty baseball cap and his beard looked unkempt.


      “Something wrong?” I asked Lori without taking my eyes off the man. Her right hand was on the wobbly table for support.


      “Oh my God! Oh my God! That’s my ex! How did he find me? I gotta go. I’ll tell Joe I’m sick. I gotta go.” The color drained from her face as she backed away.


      My eyes returned to the man, who was taking a seat at the bar. I wanted – no, needed – to get in his head as soon as possible. I shut out everything else in the room for the time being and focused. After listening for a couple minutes, I knew. I wanted him.


      I looked around the room for Lori and noticed Joe pointing to some tables while another waitress looked on. She was safe. She would always be safe.


      I wanted the man at the bar to come to me. It was easier that way. I felt less guilt if it was their choice. I thought about him sitting with me, laughing, my hand on his knee under the table, leaving the bar together, inviting him into my mind. He turned and scanned the room. One woman sat alone but was reading a menu. Then, his eyes reached my face. He turned away, for a second. After a deep breath, he turned his gaze back to me and stopped. I smiled. He picked up his glass without looking away and all two hundred plus pounds of him walked toward me without hesitation. I had my catch of the day. It was too easy.


      As I shoved his barely breathing body away from me in the cab of his truck, I thought of Lori. She would probably try to run again. After all, he had shown up here, in Olympia, Washington. She didn’t know that it was only a coincidence that he was here. He did not know she worked at Joe’s Place. That was just a coincidence. He stopped driving because he was hungry and wanted a beer. It just so happened, I was hungry too.


      I looked at his limp, lifeless body with both satisfaction and disgust. Disgust because women could love someone as vile as him, because someone like him could manage to get away with something like that. And Lori did love him in her own way. She was afraid of him but she loved him. I looked at the wounds on his neck. I would love to leave them there as a mark of triumph, like a signature on a work of art, but that would cause chaos. Imagine the news headlines. VAMPIRES IN OLYMPIA. No way!


      Time to cover up my trail. Making sure he was no longer breathing, I bit the tip of my tongue until I tasted blood. I grabbed his cold neck and rubbed the blood from my mouth over the tiny wounds. In seconds the wounds closed as if they had not been there at all. He looked like he was asleep. If I hadn’t killed him myself, I would have thought he was. Even if they performed an autopsy all they would find was that he was missing blood. With no possible explanation as to how the blood exited his body, they would have no choice but to presume he died of “natural causes.” Too bad. And at such a young age. “What a waste,” I said aloud as I climbed out of the cab, my appetite and conscience fully satisfied.


      Humans held a certain fascination for me. The criminal type, like this Frank Carver, uncaring, selfish and ignorant, I had no use for. This animal had begged for his life. Should I really have listened to his mind when he remembered how he killed Lori’s unborn child after shoving her down the stairs yet again? God he was delicious!


      As he’d taken his last breath, I looked at him and smiled. “This is for Lori,” I’d whispered. His eyes grew wide with fear then rolled back in his head. I had avenged her and she didn’t even know my name.


      


      


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Two


      While channel surfing, I realized how bored I was. Maybe it was time to move on. New place to live, new address, new faces, new thoughts, new criminals. But it didn’t matter how it was disguised – it was still the same, lonely, boring life. Not life. That stopped in 1938. Existence is the right word. I could bring up a list on my computer of the cloudiest cities in the country, maybe even the world, close my eyes and point to one. Without doing research on the police activity and crime rates, it would be like a challenge.


      Challenge wasn’t something I had much of, at least not anymore. It was a challenge in the beginning, when I became what I am doomed to be for all eternity. The only difference being that I was not alone then, at least not for a while, a short period of time in which I knew love…or so I thought. I shook that thought from my mind as soon as it popped up, shaking my head as if the memories would fall out. Now wasn’t the time to think about him.


      Maybe I should start writing again. When I was a child, I loved scary stories. Stories about vampires were the most intriguing. They sounded magical. I read anything I could find on the subject, from fiction like Bram Stoker’s Dracula to tales of legends and myths in the newspapers or magazines. I even tried to write my own stories until my grades suffered and my parents put an end to it.


      Through my teenage years, I spent most of my time at home. As an only child, it was my responsibility to take care of the house and cook the meals while my parents worked in their store. Once the housework was done and my school subjects taken care of, I went to my room, locked the door, and wrote. I made up all sorts of worlds where vampires lived happily ever after. Since I was not supposed to be writing, I hid the stories under a floorboard by my bed.


      My fantasies were always the same. A handsome, beautiful vampire came through my window at night. He walked to the side of my bed to tell me he had been watching me for a long time, loving me from a distance, and could not stay away any longer. It had to be now, on this night, that I became his and joined him for all eternity. Then he would get down on his knees and put his arms around me. He would look into my eyes and brush his lips against mine before moving on to my neck. We would fly out the window together, with me in his arms, and live happily ever after.


      In my dreams, I never imagined the details between his lips touching my neck and us living happily ever after. I never thought about the “after” either. Maybe if I had, I would not be where I am today. Had I contemplated what it meant to be a vampire, I would not have become one. Not that I had a choice in the matter. It was what it was and there was nothing romantic or magical about it.


      I heard my parents talking through their closed bedroom door one night. “It’s not normal for a girl her age to be home all the time,” my mother said.


      “It’s not normal for a girl her age to have no suitors either. And have you noticed she doesn’t have any close friends?” My father replied.


      “I don’t know, John. She is a little shy but she seems happy enough. What ever happened to that girl, Elizabeth?” My mother said in a hushed voice. “She doesn’t even mention her anymore. It’s as if she never existed.”


      What happened to Elizabeth? Good question. Elizabeth, the one girl at school I had something in common with, grew bored of me.


      “What do you think of the new boy? I think he’s kinda cute!” Elizabeth admitted, excited, one afternoon as we walked home together.


      “I think he’s alright. I wouldn’t bite him though,” I replied, kicking stones as I walked.


      “What in the world is that supposed to mean?” She stopped to glare at me. That was the first time I saw anger in her eyes.


      “I mean…if I were a vampire, I wouldn’t make him one. What else?” I replied shrugging my shoulders.


      “Is that all you ever think about? Vampires? There’s more to life than vampires! Yeah, it was fun to make up stories but this is the real world, Lily. Vampires are NOT real!” She started walking again, no, stomping was more like it, and I had to run to catch up. “What’s the difference? He was staring at you anyway. They all stare at you. Not that you even care!”


      “I didn’t notice. Are you still coming over?” I asked looking down so she couldn’t see my face was burning red.


      “I just remembered…I have to do some ironing for my mother. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said as she waved over her head and walked in the opposite direction.


      That was the last time Elizabeth and I said anything to each other besides the polite small-talk required when you spend all day together in school. We had nothing in common anymore. She had boys and I had my made-up world. Don’t get me wrong, I could have had boys. Boys looked at me though it was always someone else who pointed that out. I was a pretty girl. I was what one could call petite. Boys looked at me but never approached. I knew deep down there wasn’t something wrong with me. I figured they could sense I had no interest in them. It didn’t matter. I had my writing. I had my dreams of becoming a vampire, maybe even a writer, which ever came first.


      When I turned eighteen, my parents started setting me up on dates with young men they thought suitable. I conceded to dating these young men, not wanting to refuse anything of my parents, but it never amounted to anything. Most were once and done. A couple of them asked me out on a second date but gave up when they realized I had no interest. Not that I ever tried to be rude. I listened to their chatter and bragging. When they tried to ask me questions about myself, I started talking about my writing. That’s when they got that look in their eyes. That look that said they wanted to run as fast as possible from the crazy girl with the wild imagination. That’s as far as any of them ever got; a second and last date.


      I jumped as the remote hit the floor. I was so absorbed in my thoughts; again, I did not hear someone walking up to my door until the soft knock startled me. Who could it be? No one ever knocked on my door. I sat very still and listened. Maybe if I ignore it they will go away. No chance. I heard three louder knocks.


      I slid the door open a crack to get a look at the intruder. Clara, small and frail, stood there with a look of pain on her face.


      “Yes?” I said looking at the floor. In the two years I had lived here she never said anything other than “hello” when we passed in the hall.


      “You’re Lily, right?” she asked in her sweet grandmotherly voice.


      “Yes. Are you okay?” I looked at the floor and her feet. Her pink slippers looked much too big for her. They also looked very old. Avoiding people’s eyes made you notice a lot of footwear.


      “I’m okay, honey. Just a little sore from my arthritis, don’t know if I can make it down the steps. I was wondering if you would be a dear and get my mail. I’m expecting a letter from my grandson. He’s in Iraq. I’m worried about him, my Tommy, such a sweet boy.” She tried to get a look at my face. My hair hung in front of it. The last thing I wanted to do was scare her. Not that it was too obvious, at least not indoors under artificial lights. My skin would look a little too pale maybe but normal enough.


      “Sure, just let me put on shoes. I’ll be right over for the key,” I said, assuming the key was in her apartment since she held nothing but a cane.


      “Okay dear. Take your time.” She backed away from my door giving me the opportunity to close it.


      I found the mailbox with her name and put the key in the lock. I retrieved the many catalogs and envelopes stuffed in it. It must have been a while since she last came down to empty it. She should have someone to help her. I was locking the box when I heard the jingle of keys down the hall. Great. That must be Jack. I wanted to get away, before he had a chance to talk to me, but of course, the key jammed. My strength didn’t seem to matter. If I yanked, chances were I would rip the whole row of boxes out of the wall. That would be worse. This required technique, not strength.


      “Let me give you a hand with that. Happens to me all the time,” Jack said as his hand lunged for the key. He didn’t give me a chance to move my hand before he reached it. As soon as his warm skin touched mine, I jumped and staggered backward. Did he feel it? What do I do now?


      I looked up in time to see him rub the tips of his fingers. I was behind him so he couldn’t see my face. He shook his head. Nah. I must have touched the metal…not possible…that cold…must’ve been the metal. I didn’t want to hear his thoughts. I didn’t want to know. Where he’d been and what he’d done was his business.


      “See…if you just jiggle the key a little like this,” he maneuvered it from side to side as he pulled, “it should come out.”


      “Thanks,” I whispered as he dropped the key into my hand. He must think I am such a timid freak. I didn’t want to know what he thought. Never mind that. It was safer for him that way.


      “Hey, Lily. We’ve lived here a long time and I realize I don’t know you. I’m sorry about that. I get into my own little world.” Now he looked at the floor. I realized I stopped breathing when he said this. Not that I needed to breathe as often but it was something my body did automatically. I was afraid of what was coming next.


      “How about if you come over for dinner tomorrow night? I’ve been told I make a pretty mean lasagna…unless you don’t like Italian.” He peeked up at me with his face still aimed at the floor, his cheeks taking on an appetizing pink.


      “Uh…your dog doesn’t like me. Remember?”


      “Oh yeah. I don’t know what’s wrong with him. Maybe we could go out instead,” he suggested, still hopeful. Maybe I could steer him in a different direction and he would forget all about it.


      “What’s his name, anyway?” I asked still avoiding his eyes.


      “His name…uh…you’re going to think it’s strange but his name is Silly Dog.”


      “That’s really his name? How did he end up with that?” I asked trying to steer the conversation to some other place but also a little curious.


      “When I brought him home from the pound he was so excited in the car. I put him in the back seat but he was determined to sit up front. He kept trying. I kept stopping him. Then, I heard breathing by my ear and when I looked behind me, his head was stuck between the headrest and the seat. He was panting with his tongue hanging out. It was so funny! I had to pull over and – just like the key – jiggle his head out. The first thing I called him was Silly Dog and it’s been Silly Dog ever since.” His eyes found me just as I looked up at him. He looked like a normal guy asking a normal girl out on a date. No fear on his face.


      “That is pretty funny,” I said and looked down at his feet. No shoes, just very clean white socks.


      “So how about it?” he asked still trying to look at my face. I thought a moment. Nothing. I couldn’t come up with a single reason as to why I couldn’t have dinner with him. I couldn’t tell him I didn’t eat or that I had to work because even though I didn’t, I would have to answer questions about where and when. Nothing to tell him except…


      “Uh…okay I guess,” I whispered through a lump in my throat. That was probably not the excited answer he was expecting but he should be happy it wasn’t a NO. Why wasn’t it a no? Why couldn’t I get my lips to form that simple little word? If he had any idea what I was he would be happy if I said no.


      “I’ll pick you up at seven,” he said with a proud laugh. Was he proud I had said yes or proud that he made a joke?


      “Okay. I’ll see you then.” I said as I started up the steps. I didn’t give him a chance to say anything else. I don’t know what else he could’ve said that would have made it worse. It was bad enough.


      I knocked on Clara’s door and it swung open. She sat at her dining room table and waved me in without looking up. “Anything from overseas?” she asked.


      “I think so. Maybe this one.” I handed her the pile with the small envelope on top, the one with all the colorful stamps. It was small but very thick. It had the words DO NOT BEND underlined at the bottom.


      “Ooh. There must be pictures. He’s such a looker that boy. Let me show you. He’ll be home soon. He’s about your age.” She fumbled to open the envelope but her bent fingers wouldn’t allow it.


      “Here, let me help you,” I said as I took the envelope from her hands, careful not to touch her. I opened it and handed it back. I didn’t want to look at the photos, didn’t want to know anything personal about her, so I muttered some excuse about having something in the oven and turned to leave.


      “Another time then. Here’s something for your trouble. You are very kind. It’s hard to find people like you now a days.” She held a baggie of chocolate chip cookies for me.


      “Oh you didn’t have to but thank you.” I took the bag.


      As soon as I was secure in my own apartment, I set the baggie on the coffee table and sat back and stared at it. What had I done? I had tried to keep these people at a distance and all of a sudden – wham – two in one day. How could I be so careless? There was no logical reason for me to answer the door except my own boredom and curiosity. First, the old lady who thinks I’m nice and then the guy downstairs who is probably smiling because he has a date tomorrow night.


      About tomorrow night: what am I going to do? How can I get out of this? Maybe if I tell him I came down with something. No. That would just delay things. He would want a rain check. I was used to having food in front of me and pretending to eat, had even swallowed some once and nothing happened. I did it because a date insisted I taste a piece of his steak. No better steak had ever existed and I just had to taste it. I put it in my mouth, chewed, and swallowed. Nothing happened except that it got stuck in my throat. I had to go to the ladies’ room to pull it out. That wasn’t much of a dilemma. I could put on my usual charade in front of Jack. That wasn’t the problem. The problem was that it couldn’t have any kind of happy ending.


      Besides the fact that I was better off alone and didn’t want to be intimate with the people who lived around me and the fact that I never entertained the thought of him as anything other than a neighbor was the fact that he was human. He was human and I was not. Vampires and humans do not mix…ever.


      I can’t believe she said yes. What an idiot I am. Why did I wait so long? What was I afraid of? His thoughts flooded my mind before I had a chance to react. I was too busy thinking similar thoughts. Why did I say yes? What do I do now? Even if there was the slightest possibility that I had any romantic interest in Jack, which I did not, this could never amount to anything. I could never touch him. I could never kiss him. He would notice how cold my skin was. He would feel my cold breath. And even if we managed to get past all that with no major dilemma, we could never do what regular human couples do. That was out of the question.


      I lay on the sofa and pushed buttons on the remote control without looking at the television screen. No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking about all the “what ifs.” What if he wanted to go for a picnic in the park on a beautiful sunny day? A rarity in this city but it did happen. That sounds like a typical outing for a new couple. I choose the places I live because of their lack of sunny days. The sun does not kill a vampire, contrary to popular belief. It does, however, make us freaks, straight from some low-budget horror flick. When the sunlight hits our already pale skin, it reflects the light and makes us seem whiter than white. It’s also not comfortable on our eyes. People worry then because they think we’re ill. I have gone out in the sunlight when I could not avoid it. It’s possible due to the miracle of cosmetics and foundation purchased in darker shades. Turtlenecks and long pants come in handy too. Then I just need to worry about my face and hands.


      It was useless, thinking like this. It didn’t matter how much I rationalized any possible scenarios. There was no way that anything could ever happen with Jack. I owed him that. I wish he knew he should take Silly Dog’s warnings. It was quite clear the dog was protecting him, to me at least.


      I knew what I needed to do and what I had to do tomorrow evening. I had to perform.


      Sometime in the early afternoon, after spending countless hours playing a video game, I decided I had enough of trying to keep my mind clear. I had to figure out a way to get out of the commitment I’d made without hurting his feelings. I grabbed my jacket and threw it over my shoulder as I walked out the door. A walk would do me good.


      There was a park a few blocks away where I often sat on a bench with a cup of coffee and watched people. I didn’t drink the coffee; it was just one of my props. Another thing I enjoyed was pretending to read the newspaper. People seemed to stay away if they saw you had a purpose. At the park, I did what I would not do in any place I ever resided. I listened to thoughts. It didn’t feel like I was intruding because these people were strangers and I expected to never see them again. So I gave myself permission to do it as much as I liked in a public place. After all, most of my meals came to me that way.


      I purchased a latte that day, just for something different. The cup felt like bath water as soon as I wrapped my icy fingers around it. As I walked out the door of the shop, I noticed the people passing me on the street were wearing jackets. Okay. It was cold today…too cold for most humans to be walking around town in short sleeves. I set my cup down on a window ledge and slipped my arms into the jacket, picked up my cup, and put my left hand in my pocket. I felt paper. What could it be? I let possibilities run through my mind. It was small, a little thicker than a regular piece of paper…hmmm. After playing with it for a few moments, I gave up and pulled it out. A movie stub, one I had forgotten to place in my box of memories. Now that the mystery was solved, I wondered how pathetic it was that I played these games.


      I found a bench that was not covered by old, wet newspapers. I stretched my legs out and looked around but saw no one. It wasn’t quite late enough for anyone to be on the way home from work. I took the lid off the coffee and sniffed. Coffee had an inviting aroma. I watched the steam making its way out of the cup and into the air. It was entertaining to see how long it was until I couldn’t see it anymore. It didn’t matter how good the coffee smelled, it still wasn’t an appetizing smell, just inviting. It invited conversation and friendship. Blood had an appetizing smell. That was a smell that made my mouth water and my dead heart feel like it might start beating again.


      I sat in the same spot for half an hour, staring at the trees and watching two squirrels chase each other, before the first human appeared. I heard her heartbeat before I saw her. She was almost running because she had a dog walking her. She struggled to keep up with the dog’s eager pace, hanging on to the leash. I could just imagine what would happen if the dog caught sight of the squirrels. The poor woman would be dragged across the muddy ground. I couldn’t help but laugh at the image that created in my mind. As they got closer, I heard her. There she is again. Sitting by herself…too cold to be sitting still like that…never moves. Just then, I remembered humans expected some type of movement at regular intervals so I picked up my cup and brought it to my lips. I breathed in the aroma and set it back on the bench. This woman had seen me before but I did not remember her. I might have remembered the dog though.


      “STOP. SIT. What is your problem?” The dog tried to lunge in my direction. It was up on its hind legs pulling at the leash. Its hackles raised and it was whining, trying to get to me. I could not own a dog. They knew something was different about me, knew something was wrong.


      I should say something…did she notice? I can’t. She scares me. I’ll just walk away. She didn’t notice…she’s always in her own head or something. She managed to get control of her dog and head in the opposite direction.


      Wow. That was fun. Maybe I could amuse myself that way more often, walk into a pet store and enjoy the show – or better yet, the zoo! I was thinking of all sorts of funny scenarios involving animals when I looked down at my watch. It was close. In less than two hours he would be knocking at my door and I had come up with no excuses. Too late for the zoo now.


      


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Three


      I stepped out of the shower and wrapped myself in a towel. I walked to the mirror and, as I wiped the fog off, noticed my hand was shaking. What was wrong with me? Could I be nervous? If I was acting like this, I could just imagine how he felt. It would be amusing to listen to his nervousness but that wouldn’t be fair. Instead, I thought about myself and how I was feeling. I had no idea why I felt this way. I had no romantic interest in him so, therefore, no need to impress him. The sole reason I could figure was that I was so out of practice with dating – not that this was a date.


      It had been a long time since I had any type of deep or meaningful conversation with anyone, human or vampire. All those human things, like indulging in gooey desserts, crying over sad movies, listening to juicy gossip, didn’t matter anymore. How could they matter to someone else? I couldn’t imagine the questions he would ask. He had seen me coming and going from this building for the past two years, always alone. The last person to enter this apartment was the man that connected my cable and Internet. I had never invited anyone up nor had anyone ever asked to come in. I have standards that I pride myself in, despite what I am: neat, quick, and most of all, unobtrusive. I was just nervous about answering questions I didn’t have answers to.


      After drying and arranging my hair, I went to my dresser and looked through my clothing. He never said where we were going so I wasn’t sure what to wear. I chose a pair of black corduroys and a black sweater, casual rather than dressy. I looked in the mirror and thought about my image and what others would see. Too gloomy. How typical of the living dead to wear all black! I took the sweater off. I looked through everything again and put the sweater back on. I went to my jewelry box, pulled out a necklace, and put it around my neck, closing the clasp. I walked back to the mirror. I heard it hit the floor before I realized it had fallen off. When I bent to pick it up I saw a piece of paper under the chair. It was the movie stub I had planned to put in my memory box. It must have fallen out of my jacket when I threw it over the back of the chair as I came in.


      I reached my arm under the sofa. Adjusting my fingers around the box, I pulled. I took the lid off without paying too much attention to it. I just wanted to place the stub inside and slide the box back underneath. When I reached in to put the stub on the side where all the other stubs were, I realized they were not there. Oh no! Wrong box. I pulled out the box that contained memories I did not want to see or ever think about again. It hurt too much, still, after so many years. This box full of memories was all I had left of him. I slammed the lid back on it with such force that the plastic pieces scattered. I didn’t care. I gave it a shove back under the sofa and, in my anger threw the movie stub into the trash can.


      Why was I so stupid? Why did I hang on to something that caused pain? He was gone. He would forever be gone. I needed to get the thought of him out of my head. I had wasted too much time on him and he wasn’t worth it. I had other things to worry about right now, so I went back to concentrating on those.


      I wasn’t going to worry about the color I was wearing. If he happened to ask me what my favorite color was I could always say, “Isn’t it obvious?” I looked in the mirror one more time, happy that a vampire casting no reflection was only myth, and arranged a few locks of hair that were hanging in front of my forehead and decided I was as ready as I was going to be.


      I wanted to hear his approach. I did not like being taken by surprise and that had been happening too much lately. I was not concentrating enough on my surroundings. I was too busy letting my boredom take over and allowing my mind to take flight. I looked at the clock and noted I still had ten minutes before he was due but I heard something, a key turning a lock, soft footsteps on the stairs, a rapid heartbeat accompanied by quick intakes of breath. He was trying to calm himself down. What did that mean? He didn’t want to talk to me just out of pure loneliness? He wanted what I could not and would not be able to give him? I was afraid of that.


      “Hi. I know I’m early. I hope that’s okay.” He smiled as I pulled the door open.


      “Yeah. It’s fine. Just let me grab my jacket…oh, and my purse. Be right out,” I said as I shut the door and returned with a jacket and an empty purse. I wasn’t in the habit of carrying a purse but I kept one around for “special” occasions.


      “That was quick,” he said with a smile and moved aside to let me go down the stairs first. I must remember not to move at my regular speed.


      “Small place,” I replied, looking at the steps as I walked, as if I was afraid I would trip and fall. I’d break the stairs before I did any damage to myself.


      “So…what’s your favorite food?” he asked rushing past me to open the door. So, there were still gentlemen in this world.


      “Oh, I don’t know. I eat just about anything. Any place you pick is fine.”


      “I just wanted to make sure you weren’t a vegetarian.”


      I couldn’t help but laugh aloud. “I am definitely not that,” I replied looking up at his face for the first time tonight. He was smiling and for some reason it helped me relax. His heartbeat seemed to have calmed down a bit too. “Like I said…I eat just about anything.”


      “Good. I have a place in mind. It’s new so I haven’t been there yet but a couple of guys at work say it’s good. It’s not far. My car’s just across the street.”


      I never noticed what he drove. The times I had sat at the window and seen him come in from work I never watched him get out of a car. Now he led me to a big, boxy vehicle. I remember they were called station wagons back then but this was a bit different, higher. I never paid much attention to cars. I just drove one whenever I wanted to get far away. The rest of the time I walked or ran. It was faster that way. I wasn’t able to fly…unlike some vampires.


      He opened my door and waited to close it for me before he walked around to the driver’s side. I could see the smile flash across his face as he passed in front of the car. I shook my head, ashamed of what I was doing but yet somehow relieved that I was. I realized it was not good for me to spend so much time alone. Maybe a friend wasn’t such a bad idea. He started the engine as soon as he sat down and then glanced over at me before he put the car into drive. I don’t want to be rude…I can’t take chances though. Maybe I better…no…it’s her choice. I was hearing his thoughts without trying and it frustrated me but at that moment, I realized I hadn’t put on the seatbelt. I forgot he didn’t know I wouldn’t be killed in a car accident.


      The buckle snapped into place with a loud click and I saw relief on his face. Only then did he pull away from the curb. His hand reached up to the visor and he pulled out a CD, without looking at it, and slid it into the player. Soft music started playing and he kept the volume down to a reasonable background noise. Not what I had expected: classical music. I looked straight ahead as he drove. I couldn’t think of anything to say so I waited for him to start talking but he looked more confused than anything. His heartbeat was so loud I couldn’t quite hear the music. I had to say something. This was maddening.


      “Are you okay?” That was better than nothing.


      “Oh, yeah…sorry. Just thinking. Not used to having someone in the car with me,” especially not someone that looks like you do. He looked straight ahead again, his grip tightening on the steering wheel.


      “That’s okay. I know what you mean,” I said and then forced myself to turn my face and smile at him…just a little smile to lighten the mood. That seemed to work. The muscles in his hands relaxed.


      “So, what do you do?”


      “Nothing right now. I’m kinda between jobs.” I bit my lip as I said this. Hopefully he won’t push the subject. I hadn’t fabricated any stories for my lack of employment. No one had ever bothered to ask. People didn’t question me about anything personal. Most of my relationships had been superficial. I couldn’t tell anyone that I was still living off of someone else’s guilt money. Nor could I tell them I attained some of my income from the criminals I hunted. I considered it payment for keeping the streets clean.


      “I think I would go nuts if I didn’t work. What would I do with myself? I don’t know how you handle it. We’re here. No traffic tonight.”


      He slid the car in between a Jeep and a pick-up truck. He had his door open before he turned off the engine. I reached for the door handle and then stopped myself, remembering he liked to do it. He was a gentleman. I sat back and waited. How slow humans are.


      He held the door open for me at the restaurant and even went as far as waiting for me to be seated before he took his seat. That was impressive. You don’t see manners like that anymore. The waitress came over before we had a chance to worry about speaking to each other.


      “What can I get you to drink?” she asked. She didn’t as much as glance at either of us. This was someone who did not like her job. I had no idea what to order. I bit my lip and looked at Jack. He was waiting for me to order first, of course, but saw that I didn’t know and ordered himself an iced tea.


      “I’ll have the same, please.” The waitress’ eyes flashed toward me like all of a sudden there was a second person that came out of nowhere. What is wrong with her? Something weird…high voice…what’s wrong with her eyes? Iced tea…I think…he said…the same…yeah. Great! Jack sits there like everything is normal. But the waitress...she notices.


      She walked away and I tuned her out. I looked at the menu. I should order the cheapest thing possible, so he didn’t waste money. Most of it was going in my empty purse, anyway, as soon as he looked away or excused himself to do a human thing like use the bathroom. It might offend him though. He might think I was assuming he couldn’t afford better. What a complex thing dating is. No wonder I didn’t miss it. Okay. Maybe just this once I could listen to his mind.


      I still can’t believe she said yes. I can’t believe she’s sitting here…with me…wow! She’s so beautiful. Why isn’t she married? Sure should be snatched up by now…I would have…


      Okay. That wasn’t one bit helpful. That’s what I get for cheating. I realized that the whole time he was thinking he wasn’t looking at me. He still had his nose buried in the menu. Not at all what I wanted to hear.


      “I hear they have excellent pizza here. Not the greasy pizza joint kind but more gourmet. Do you want to share one?” He put the menu down and looked at me hopefully.


      “That sounds good. Anything but anchovies…” I closed my menu and set it down. Not that I had any idea what anchovies tasted like. I never tasted them when I was human but it sounded like the right thing to say. Like they do in movies. Did anyone like anchovies? Doubtful. How was I going to get pieces of pizza into my purse? I hadn’t thought that through.


      He ordered a margherita pizza and two salads. The waitress asked what kind of dressing we would like on them, still looking just at me. I wonder what kind of drugs she’s on…with her eyes like that…hmm. I knew oil and vinegar had been my favorite so I asked for that. That one was easy but the waitress was getting on my nerves. Maybe my eyes looked this wild because I was hungry and I would eat her any minute! That was a fun thought. I imagined myself lunging at her, my hair flying wildly. In her haste to get away, she stumbled, almost dropping the menus. I was glad she had seen that fun little image. That should teach her a lesson for sticking her nose where it didn’t belong. I hadn’t realized I’d laughed aloud until Jack interrupted my thoughts.


      “What’s so funny?” he asked still looking at the waitress as she pushed her way in through the kitchen door.


      “Didn’t you see her almost fall? I know. That was mean of me…to laugh like that.” I couldn’t help it. After all, I had caused her to panic but he didn’t know.


      “I didn’t notice,” he said and took a sip of his drink. I was too busy admiring you. You are breathtaking when you smile…your eyes light up…wish I could do that to you…maybe one day… “So how long have you lived alone?”


      “A few years. I didn’t think I would like it at first but now…I love it.” I could remember the way it felt to have his hands on me, cold yet demanding, like he owned every inch of my body. He did it so seldom that I craved it always. Could I ever feel like that again? The memory faded when Jack cleared his throat.


      “So…you’re not in some sort of long-distance relationship, are you?” he asked. He was very direct. I must give him credit for that. No skirting around the issue.


      “Not at all. I don’t do well in relationships.” I placed my hands on the table and started playing with my napkin. I didn’t have to lie about that either. My mortal relationships had been brief. My immortal relationships had been just plain complicated. I grew bored with people. The only one I ever had true feelings for grew bored of me. No warning at all. Not an inkling. Not a clue.


      “Well, I happen to find you fascinating. Did you know you are very mysterious?” he said as he started playing with his napkin. Humans had little habits like that when they were feeling insecure. I learned to mimic those actions, only this time, I was the one to start it. It was like riding a bike, I suppose. Once you start interacting with humans, no matter how long it’s been, all those little quirks come back. Being around other vampires was much easier. Being around humans, that was a challenge. I liked challenge.


      “Never thought of myself that way. Just shy, I think. I was always quiet.” Another bit of truth. Talking to him was easy. I didn’t even hesitate before I spoke…until…


      “I’m curious…did you ever think about me?” Now he was playing with his spoon. Like I thought: very direct.


      I cleared a throat that didn’t need clearing. No idea what to say. Should I try honesty? What did people do in a situation like this? Think…think…


      “I’ve wondered why you live alone.” That should do it. Nothing to read into that. Answer a question with a question.


      “I got divorced about two and a half years ago. Never bothered after that…dating that is. I was too pissed and I knew I might take my anger out on some unsuspecting woman.”


      The waitress came with our pizza. She set it down with shaky hands and put a plate in front of each of us. She didn’t bother to look at me this time. She didn’t even bother to think. As soon as she confirmed that we didn’t need anything else, she ran away. Jack put a slice on my plate before serving himself.


      “This looks good. I hope you’re hungry. It’s pretty big.” He picked up his fork and knife and started working on his slice. That was a relief. Cut pieces of pizza were easier to hide in a purse than a full slice. The sauce would be messy enough without trying to fold up and stuff a whole slice in. I followed suit. He noticed I didn’t pick up my utensils until after he had.


      “Too hot to pick it up.” He seemed to be trying to make me feel more relaxed. I appreciated that. I would be a lady and take just one slice. I knew a lady didn’t like to let her date see her eat. I was glad for that silly rule, it was good for me.


      So divorced? What did one say to that?


      “I’m sorry to hear about your divorce.”


      “Are you kidding?! It’s the best thing I ever did. Best gift I could’ve given myself.”


      “Really?”


      “I got married way too young, just out of high school. It was a mistake.” He looked sad.


      “Why did you do it then?” I asked. It was too late to take it back. That was too forward of me but he didn’t seem to mind.


      “I guess I figured that was the best I could do. A self-esteem problem I think. Anyway, we grew apart and realized we had nothing in common. We were married and she was dating…other men. That wasn’t working for me.” He smiled as he remembered why he wasn’t sad about this. “I look at it as a trial run. You ever been married?”


      That was a hilarious thought. For better or for worse, in sickness and in health, ‘til death do you part? Please! “No.”


      “I’m sure it’s not because no one asked. I can’t imagine that.”


      “Honestly…no one ever did. I am only nineteen though.” Did he think I was older?


      “You seem more mature than nineteen to me.” He took a bite, taking his time to chew.


      “I’ve always been that way. I was born old…I think.” Funny. If he only knew how old I really was. Yeah, Jack, I’m a young looking ninety. It’s all that Oil of Olay.


      As soon as he excused himself to use the men’s room, I put a handful of pizza in my purse. No one was looking. I scanned the room and started picking up thoughts.


      I hope she doesn’t want dessert…can’t wait to get her home…


      Is this stuff supposed to be food? Not worth the price…


      Wish I didn’t have to work tonight…


      If I eat anymore I’ll explode for sure…


      Jack came back to the table and smiled. I couldn’t help but smile back. It was easy to do. I was feeling more and more relaxed with him. Wonder if I should ask now…may be pushing my luck…worth a shot…


      Listening to the rest of the room to distract myself was okay. Listening to Jack, a big no-no, so I waited for him to work up the courage to ask me whatever it was he wanted to ask. I couldn’t imagine what would cause so much hesitation.


      “I was thinking since it’s still early…maybe we could…” He took a gulp of his tea. “Go see a movie…that is…unless you have to get up early or something.”


      That was all it was. I sighed with relief and said, “Sure. That sounds good.” I said yes without thinking about it. How could I have done that? A dark movie theater with a mortal man was a bad idea. Men had expectations in the dark. Something as simple and innocent as holding hands couldn’t happen with me. As soon as he felt my icy skin, he would be repulsed, if not terrified. What did I do now? Not panic…that’s what. I had done well so far…


      “Are you ready to go? That new vampire movie is playing at the mall. It’s supposed to be excellent, if you like vampires.”


      “Sure. Vampires are good.” I grabbed my purse as the waitress put the change back on the table. Again, she avoided my eyes. How fitting that he would take me to a vampire movie. Little did he know he would be sitting right next to one. A real, honest-to-goodness vampire. I was curious to see what this movie would be like anyway. It was worth the risk just to get a good laugh.


      It had started to rain while we were inside and everything was wet. In the lights of the parking lot, everything sparkled. It was kind of surreal…just like this whole evening was turning out to be. I kept the pace with him though it was hard. Humans were so slow. One of the lights in the parking lot was making a deafening humming noise. I couldn’t wait to get inside the car where the windows could keep the sound out. The only sound I had to listen to then was his beating heart. I would take that over the buzzing anytime.


      We rode in silence for a while. It was a comfortable silence. He looked at me and smiled once in a while. I was curious to know what he was thinking but did not intrude. It was a quality most immortals possessed and few of us learned to control. The choice on whether or not to be intrusive was purely personal.


      When we got to the mall, he drove around the lot for a few minutes looking for a parking spot. There were none available near the theater and it had started to rain again.


      “I’ll drop you off at the door and then park. It looks crowded so if you don’t mind…here…take this…could you get the tickets?” He handed me money and pulled up to the curb.


      “I don’t mind walking,” I told him. I was honest about not minding the rain. It felt good on my skin. It was a sensation I could best relate to a warm human touch.


      “What about your hair? You’ll be cold if it’s wet.”


      “Honestly. I don’t care about that.” And I truly didn’t. As far as being cold…well…


      “You’re the boss.” He pulled the car into a spot around the back of the theater. It wasn’t as well lit as the front.


      I decided to take my purse into the theater with me so I could excuse myself to the ladies’ room and empty the contents into the garbage can. It would be colder when we left and he might turn on the heat. Heat might warm the pizza and he might smell it. He may wonder where that came from considering we hadn’t brought a doggie bag. Silly Dog wasn’t allowed pizza and Jack said he was bad at eating leftovers so when he offered the rest to me, I lied and told him the same.


      We were lucky enough that the movie was showing in two theaters. Most of the people in line were kids…teenagers.


      Look at the old people…


      I want to sit all the way in the back…don’t like the front…wonder if Jane is here…


      If I get a large popcorn I’ll look like a pig…but I’m so hungry…I should’ve eaten today…


      Nothing interesting. I listened while he purchased our tickets. He ordered a soda at the snack bar and asked me if I wanted anything. I said I was still full.


      “From one slice of pizza? At least a soda.” He looked at me like a child begging.


      “Sure. Diet Coke.” We grabbed straws and a couple of napkins and found our way to theater number 12. How many theaters were in this place?


      “Where do you like to sit? I usually take the back.” He scanned the back row as he said this so I nodded. Wow it was loud in here. It was like a whirring of thoughts…so many I couldn’t make out a sentence. I had to shut that off.


      “Thanks for doing this with me. I don’t mind coming here alone. It’s not like you can have a conversation in a movie but I hate the pitiful looks I get.” He took his jacket off and stuffed it in the seat next to him. He held his hands out for mine so I slid it off and handed it to him.


      “I go to the movies by myself a lot. I like the theater in town. I like the feel of the old place,” I said. I liked the memories the old theater brought back, memories of happier times, of times when that theater was the new in thing to do.


      “That is a nice one. I go there once in a while. Wouldn’t it be funny if we were both there at the same time?”


      “It’s very possible. We’ll never know.” I placed my soda in the cup-holder on the arm of the seat between us. I liked having that barrier. He looked at it but didn’t say anything. Just then, the theater went dark and lights flickered on the screen. The previews were starting. I slid down in my seat and got comfortable. I was anxious for this movie to start. As much as I had loved writing about vampires when I was a child, I loved seeing movies about them too, though books were always better. In the books you could envision the characters and the scenery how your mind wanted. In the movies, they were right in your face, the way the movie company wanted you to see them.


      The movie started after three previews and the whole theater was hushed. Thank God! I was having a hard time turning it all off. It would have been hard to concentrate with all the wondering how everyone will look going on in the room.


      It was a dark, gloomy, sunless place in the movie. Just like this one. The characters were beautiful, as is typical of vampires. It is, after all, how we attract our prey. I could get into this. The female lead was likable but a bit standoffish, pissed at the world. Very amusing. Hmm…Reminds me of someone.


      A rustling sound and a pounding heartbeat caught my attention. Jack was breathing so fast I thought he was going to hyperventilate. His right hand moved toward mine, in spite of the large soda sitting between us. The tip of his fingers touched my skin and there it was…he jumped, pulling his hand away as if he had been bitten by a venomous spider. His eyes grew wide.


      “See. I told you you’d get cold. Here, take my jacket.” I knew this would happen. He was scared. He was trying to rationalize what his mind had to be suggesting at the moment, that there was something wrong. Something very wrong.


      “Thank you. I must have had my hand on the cup too long. I guess I am a little cold.” I allowed him to wrap his jacket around me. I had no choice but to listen now. I had to know what I was dealing with.


      It could’ve been that. I didn’t see…her hands were on her lap…is she sick? She is awfully pale…her eyes are bloodshot…not normal. His heart started to beat even faster. I tried to ignore the drumming in my ears. He noticed too much. He was paying more attention to me than I had anticipated. Cold skin was one thing, but icy skin, something else. It didn’t help matters any that we happened to be watching a vampire movie. He might make comparisons. It was only logical. I shouldn’t have to worry about that though. He was human after all. His mind would rationalize everything. There always had to be a rational, logical, maybe even scientific explanation for everything. After all, vampires were not, could not be…real. They were fictional characters created centuries ago by overactive imaginations.


      We watched the rest of the movie in complete silence. I wanted to hear his thoughts now more than ever but at the same time, I was afraid. I was afraid this was it, the end. I realized, as much as I didn’t want to admit it to myself, that I missed the companionship. No matter how much I took pride in being happy alone, I realized I’d been lying to myself. I hadn’t expected this to feel so natural and comfortable. Now I sat here wanting to hear his voice, to answer his questions, to hear his laugh. I was tired of hearing disembodied voices spiraling around me yet never touching me.


      It wasn’t a romantic connection I felt, at least, I didn’t think of it that way. It was more of a comfortable, talking to your best pal kind of thing. Sharing your thoughts and laughter with someone. Something I hadn’t been able to do in many years. The truth was flooding my mind. It terrified me, yet, it was so simple…so human. I needed some type of a connection again, mortal or immortal, it didn’t matter. The safest thing would be to seek out others like myself. They were out there. I knew that for sure. I had come across them in this city. The problem was that most were a bit territorial. Most were already in groups they did not want to add to, or take away from. We called them covens. I had never belonged to one for very long. Like I said, we were a bit territorial, if not possessive.


      “Are you any warmer?” he asked, whispering it in my ear. I could hear his heart speed up as he leaned closer.


      “Yes. Thank you,” I lied. Of course, I didn’t feel cold at all. The temperature didn’t affect my dead body.


      He looked at my face for a second, questions in his eyes, and then reached under the jacket on my lap to find my hand. I couldn’t believe he was trying again! If my heart could have stopped beating it would have done so at that moment. What could I do at this point but sit still and accept it?


      “No. You’re still cold!” He took my hand out from under the jacket and cupped it in both of his, rubbing it between his warm hands. The heat from his skin felt like fire. It was a sensation I had felt many times before but only as I fed on my prey. As he rubbed my hand I could hear his heart speed more and his breathing was out of control.


      God…I want this woman…feel her skin…her lips…all of her…


      That did it. That was all it took. My future was planned, decided in a dark movie theater. I couldn’t – wouldn’t – hurt this man. He was innocent. I was a killer. The two did not mix. Ever!


      It was simple enough in my mind. Make an excuse as to why I needed to go right to my apartment when the movie ended and just do it. Pack my things and leave. Very simple.


      “That was pretty weird. Vampires and humans together. What did you think?” he asked as he dropped my hand and stretched. I was already on my feet, ready to bolt.


      “Pretty outrageous. Good music though.” I wanted to talk about something other than the vampires and the humans and the impossible, far-fetched romance.


      “I liked the classical music especially,” he said as he put his arms through his now cold jacket. I hoped he didn’t notice that. I had mine on before he had a chance to help me with it. I didn’t want him to feel any other part of my cold body. Even through clothing my skin was like ice…dry, cold, hard ice.


      If he didn’t start walking soon I would have to climb over him! My need to be out of there was so great. But, as soon as he found a break in the line of people filing out of the theater, he started edging his way into the aisle. I followed at his heels.


      Wow! He was gorgeous…I would’ve done anything for him…


      Don’t know how that girl treated him like that…what a bitch…


      Why didn’t she force him to make her one of his kind? I would’ve forced him…couldn’t live without him…so sexy…yummy…


      I wanted to shout to these stupid people, “YOU HAVE NO IDEA WHAT YOU’RE SAYING! WHAT YOU’D BE GIVING UP. YOU KNOW NOTHING!” Of course, I didn’t. Let them fantasize…idiots! I made the mistake a long time ago. There was no turning back now. I couldn’t help but laugh at all the thoughts that were going through the minds of the people filing out of the theater. I had those dreams once. I wish someone had told me the gory details. But no. No one ever had. I couldn’t save these people. I couldn’t even save myself.


      “What do you want to do next? Get some coffee maybe?” he asked as we walked back to the car, hands shoved in my pockets so there was no chance of him trying anything again. I couldn’t believe he was still trying to spend more time with me…not scared enough.


      “I think maybe I am coming down with something. I feel kind of strange. Maybe I should go to bed.” I bit my lip, waiting. He seemed to hesitate for a moment but then agreed. Sleep was the best thing for me. I wished more than anything at that moment that sleep was an option, an escape, if only for a little while.


      He opened the car door for me and let himself in the other side. As soon as he started the engine, he turned the heat on full blast. I appreciated his concern. I hated the fact that I had to end any sort of friendship with him just as soon as it had begun. Better sooner than later though, before he could get hurt.


      Too bad she’s sick…should’ve dropped her off at the door…probably made it worse…so much for a kiss…she looks sick…very pale…wonder if she’ll let me take care of her…don’t want to leave her tonight…


      I only let myself listen so I could be prepared when it was time to say good night. He did want to kiss me. I had a feeling that was going to happen.


      I started coughing. The harder I coughed, the less he should want to kiss me…right? That’s how it should work anyway. Every time I coughed, he looked at me with concern in his eyes. I hated doing this to him. He was concerned about me. No one had worried about me in so long. It was kind of nice; sad, but kind of nice.


      When we pulled up in front of our building, he sat there for a few seconds with the engine still running, prolonging the moment, afraid that it would end as soon as the motor died. I knew the feeling. I had no choice. My mind was made up.


      He looked at me before his fingers were on the key in the ignition.


      “I had fun tonight. I just wish you were feeling better. I don’t have to work tomorrow so I’ll check on you…if that’s okay,” he said, his fingers still not turning the key.


      I swallowed hard. “Sure…I guess. I don’t want to get you sick though.”


      “I don’t care. I’ll get you some soup and bring it up. Then you don’t have to worry about cooking. Just rest.” He turned the engine off.


      As we walked up to the door, my hands in my pockets again, I felt an emptiness I hadn’t expected. I somehow didn’t want this to be the last time I saw him. I had enjoyed his company. Now it was over as usual. I needed to say something.


      “I had a good time too. I’m glad we did this. We should do it again sometime.” Anything but that. But I said it and I couldn’t take it back, couldn’t make it fly back into my mouth. I was giving him false hope and it was vicious of me.


      “As soon as you feel better.” His smile was so hopeful it lit up his whole face. If I had the ability to cry, I would have at that moment. This would be yet another memory to haunt me for the rest of my existence. Add it to the collection.


      He walked me up to my door, as expected. He stood still as I unlocked it, his heart beating out of control. I threw myself into a coughing fit, bent over and everything. He patted my back before yanking his hand away. The cold again.


      “I’ll see you tomorrow. Bundle up and get some sleep.” He squeezed my arm for a second then yanked his hand away, looking at his fingers. He was thinking he should take me to the hospital, get me checked out.


      “I am sleepy. I’ll be out in no time.” I meant it. It wouldn’t take me long to pack what little I had. I could be out within the hour. But if I didn’t want him to see me, I had to wait. “Good night and…thank you. You are nice to talk to.”


      “Thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow. Can’t wait.” He turned and started to walk away, stopped, looked back at me, and smiled with a sad look in his eyes. He raised his left hand and gave a little wave before starting down the stairs.


      That’s the last image I had of him, a sad wave as if he knew he would never see me again. I walked in to my apartment and headed straight for my closet and my suitcases.
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