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1

There’s a Sucker Born every Minute




Here’s a tip:

When you give the world one last chance to save your life, be specific about the how. A selection of A, B, or C would be good, along with a couple of “nots”—to clarify the answers you don’t want. This is especially important if you’re a vampire and don’t really need to have your life saved, unless…

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

This:

Me, with a kitchen knife sunk up to the hilt in my guts, while the little brat who’s plunged it there looks on—shivering, hoping, waiting for me to die. The two of us are in the middle of a very big, pine-thick nowhere. She breathes and you can see it; I breathe and you can’t. Neither of us is saying anything at the moment. The pines sigh. Creak. My car, with its door ajar, bing-bings away while the wipers ticktock back and forth under an on-again, off-again rain.

That’s something that hasn’t changed, even if everything else has. It still rains. Snows. Tornadoes still blow houses apart, still drive pieces of straw through two-by-fours. The sun? The sun hasn’t changed, either, as far as I know. It still sets on the just and the unjust alike—even though its rising is only a rumor for most of us.

The knife looks kind of funny stuck there, bobbing up and down with my breathing. Not that I mention this to the kid who stabbed me. She’s just a kid, after all. A real one, not just a face one. Five, six, tops. And she’s just standing there, squeezing her pink-and-white fists, making fog but nothing else. Not even a peep. Not anymore.

I guess it is a little weird for her. Scary, even. Being stuck in the middle of nowhere, covered with your mom’s just-spilt blood, waiting for some stranger to die. A stranger who happens to be a vampire. Not that being terrified and expiration-dated is any excuse for what she’s done. Not that being cute and blood-covered is going to save her from what she’s got coming. But they do buy her a few more minutes of me letting her sweat as I lie here, not dying.

“That wasn’t very nice,” I say, finally.

And that’s all it takes. Just my saying it is all it takes to make my little fog breather flinch.

And as for me? I guess her flinching will have to do. Her flinching at the sound of a voice that hasn’t scared anybody in God only knows how long. If that’s what the world’s offering, I’ll take it. For one more night, at least.

 

Maybe I should back up.

I’ve been feeling a bit down lately. Edgy. Out of sorts.

Suicidal.

I’d call it a midlife crisis, but what does that mean when your life doesn’t have a middle? A lot of vampires go through this sort of thing, right around the time we should be dead from natural causes. I’d say it feels like the flu, but vampires don’t get the flu; they don’t get sick, period. What they get, instead, is bored. You start feeling bored, then moody, and then your skin doesn’t seem to fit, even though it hasn’t changed a bit since you were vamped. Your friends, the ones you personally made immortal to keep you company throughout eternity, are boring. They bore right into your soul, like boll weevils of predictability. You know what each one is going to say before they say it, and when they do, you start thinking about how long forever really is.

But it’s the missing that gets you most. All the things that are no longer part of your life. Like sunlight. Of course. Like chocolate. And cigarettes. A peach—even one of those syrup-embalmed canned ones. The excuse of a bathroom break to get away from your stupid job, or any other part of your stupid life. The feel of the seasons on your skin and in your bones. The sweet relief of stepping out of the cold and into a restaurant, its windows fogged with the warm embrace of different-flavored needs being met. Watching the steam rise from your name, written in yellow in a fresh snowbank, lit blue by a full moon, way past the middle of a night clocked in vodka tonics and shots with dirty names.

And coffee. And coffee. And coffee…

When I’m feeling like this, I find that tits usually help.

Pert and spotlit, naked and alive and bouncing just slightly to the beat of whatever the DJ happens to be playing. It’s a habit I got into long ago, back before the ratio of mortals to vampires flipped—back when some of my benevolent buddies and I decided to help the flip along. We were missionaries of vampirism, and strippers made good apostles. We’d vamp them, they’d vamp their customers, their customers would vamp their wives and loved ones. The whole six-degrees-of-separation thing. Johnny Appleseed, but with fangs.

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

Our motto was pure hubris: “There’s a sucker born every minute.” The problem was, the closer we came to making that true, the more obvious it became that we were the real suckers. “Normal” meant “tamer.” Vampirism became…domesticated. Industrialized. Commercialized. The hunt for victims and benefactors was replaced by the sorts of jobs we thought we left behind. We had to work for a living again—or after-living, as the case may be. We went from slipping our fangs into nice, juicy necks to filling up grocery bags with name-brand plasma, grown in a vat instead of a vein, made from stem cells and other lab-fresh ingredients. And just like that, we went from being the perfect predators to the perfect consumers—ones with a perfectly understood need that could be perfectly met, forever and ever.

Amen.

 

So, this vampire walks into a bar…

He doesn’t fly, doesn’t pad in on wolf’s feet, or skitter across the sad linoleum with clicking little rat nails. He doesn’t steam in through the keyhole, or crawl foggily under the door. Real vampires don’t go in for such special effects—partly because we can’t—and so a bipedal entrance will have to do.

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

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

By the way, if you want to get a feeling for how much the world’s changed, just go to a vampire strip club. If it wasn’t for the poor lighting, the bouncers, and the half-naked women, you’d swear you’d stepped into a grade school from before. They’re not really kids, of course; some of them are older than I am, and I’m not just talking about my face age. We call them Screamers, and you’ll know why if you ever set one off. Each one is a frozen tragedy, their vamping coming before their bodies reached the right age to spend forever in—kids with leukemia or some other fatal disease for which vamping was the only hope. And now they’re stuck, and pissed. You’ll see them sulking around the malls at midnight, children’s bodies carrying their adult-sized souls, the wrinkles on their foreheads never quite setting, but not for lack of trying. I like to think of them as munchkins from the bad side of Oz—ones with very rich vocabularies when it comes to your anatomy and the many painful uses to which it can be put.

Strip clubs are one of the few places where Screamers don’t—scream, that is. They smile, instead, trying to look cute, trying to kiss up to whatever vague, maternal instinct the dancers may harbor in their wholly vestigial (though fetching) breasts. They come in with bankrolls bigger than they are and blow it all on reverse lap dances, straddling the dancer’s leg with their stubby little ones, bouncing up and down, slapping their stunted manhood against bare thigh over and over again in a very adult game of horsey.

I look at the horny grade school surrounding me and feel even more depressed than I did before coming in. I look up and see myself in one of the bar’s many mirrors. You know that thing about vampires not having a reflection? Myth. Vampires reflect all the time. In mirrors. In chrome. In their lonelier moments. Like me. Like now.

What a face I’ve got. What a mug I’ve been saddled with for all eternity. It always looks a little sad, a little tired, a little like it’s been through the wringer a few too many times. It’s the sort of face that women find compelling, I’ve been told. I think it’s because I look experienced, like I’ve been through that wringer and survived. It’s my eyes, that’s what does it. They’re standard-issue vampire eyes—all black, matching my short-shorn hair, my mood. What’s different is their prominence, their hyperthyroid eagerness, as if my mere skull were having a hard time keeping them in. They’re the eyes of someone who listens, sympathizes, bleeds with every tragedy that’s related to him across candlelit tables. The rest of my face is baby smooth, innocent, deceptively safe—the perfect face for a vampire who needs to get in close before dinner.

The other baby faces—the ones with shorter legs—are starting to get rowdy. I check out the glasses on the table next to me, fogged with condensation. That’s another big difference with the vampire version of these kinds of places—the heat. While the old clubs cranked up the AC to keep the dancers’ nipples hard, our kind work just the opposite. We’re cold-blooded, just like lizards, which really means that our blood’s not cold so much as room temperature. And like a lizard basking on a sunny rock, the way to get us hot is to get us hot. That’s why vampire sex usually starts with a trip to the shower, or a good crank of the thermostat to the right. That’s also why the air swims around our apartment buildings on cold Saturday nights. The excess heat of steaming showers and cranked thermostats coming from dozens of apartments makes the air watery, makes the moon behind it ripple like a reflection in a puddle. If you’re quiet, you may hear the moans and groans, the occasional howl or bark of vampire delight, but these are just the grace notes. It’s the heat that tells the story, all that vampire love shimmering in the cold night air.

Like they say, all’s Fahrenheit in love and war.

Being good businesspeople, the owners of vampire strip clubs take full advantage of their clientele’s biological predictability. Steadily throughout the evening, they turn up the heat as the customers get more and more worked up, spending more and more money on blood and lap dances. By last call, the place is like a sauna. Already warm glasses of blood begin to sweat. Watch crystals go blurry. And every time some bowlegged munchkin goes stumbling for the exit, a steamy swirl of fog follows him out.

And then there are the bartenders.

Or rather, there’s the lack of bartenders. I’ve never gotten over that, there being no actual bar or bartenders in vampire bars, whether strip, gay, sport, classy, divey, or whatever. No one to chew the fat with, to spill your guts to, to cut you off when you’ve had too much. Oh, they’ve got bouncers, and video cameras, and someone at the door to check your coat, charge you the cover, point out a table if one’s not obvious, but no actual bar, or anyone tending it. No need, really. There’s only the one drink—the “house vin”—and self-serve is just more cost effective. So, instead of bartenders or waitresses, each table has a metered tap that’s pretty useless when it comes to spilling your guts. But they do accept coins and bills and credit cards, all for your convenience.

When they’re working, that is.

When you don’t try feeding them a twenty that’s been out of circulation since before the change, only to find out, now that it’s too late, that it’s all you’ve got. And so you keep shoving it in and the slot keeps spitting it back, Andrew Jackson’s too-small face mocking grimly. You flatten it out, straighten the corners, crease it down the middle, and still you get that mechanical whir of rejection.

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

Shove. Whir.

Please. Fuck. Dammit. Shit…

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

A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do…

It’s not until after things start getting broken that it occurs to you—perhaps too late—that libido is not the only thing that rises with the heat.

 

I’m asked to leave.

I’m cut off before I was even on.

On the night I’ve given the world one last chance to save my life, I’m asked by a bouncer who’d be dust now if it wasn’t for me and my benevolent brethren. I—Martin Kowalski, Vampire, Esquire, founding member of the BVS and cocreator of the world, such as it is—I am asked to leave.

Okay.

Okay, and fuck you. Fuck this.

After the steam of my exit dissipates, I notice that it’s raining. That’s one thing that hasn’t changed, I think. It still rains. Snows. Tornadoes still…

The valet brings my car around with the wipers already going. He looks at me like I’m one of those guys who pops his cork a minute and a half into his first lap dance. He lets the keys drop into my palm to avoid any accidental contact. He exits the vehicle with hands retracted, full of second thoughts about having touched whatever I’ve touched. He’s judging me. I can see that by the way he holds his lips, the little bit of fang he lets show. I’m being judged by someone who’ll probably be making minimum wage for all of eternity.

Great. Lovely. Jim-fucking-dandy.

I make the car roar. It’s a sporty little number—bloodred, natch—and is worth more than the valet’s entire life, counting tips and multiplying by forever. I had the heater on all the way up here, to get me in the mood. It’s still on, and I’m still in the mood, but for something else now. I let it drop to a throaty purr, then rev it again, and decide to see how fast I can make it go. Peeling out of the parking lot like a bat out of a cliché, I rip down side streets, jump sidewalks, slip, slide, skid, screech. I endanger my fellow citizens, treating stoplights like suggestions, recklessing my way to the nearest unlit two-lane.

Where am I going? That’s easy. Out. I’m going out. Preferably, with a bang. I’ve already disabled the air bags and removed the safety belts because, well, I’ve been going through this little midlife crisis for some time now. So far, I’ve been leaving it to chance, but…

Sometimes, when it’s raining, when the heater’s cranked up all the way and I’m really going fast, I’ll let go of the wheel. It’s exciting. It’s an attention getter. It feels like something, instead of the nothing I usually feel. It feels like the Hope and Promise of Death as opposed to this night after night of longing for all those things I’ve given up to be bored forever. It’s the out I’m going for; it’s a plan, an exit strategy.

And then I see it.

Her.

Sizzling along in my bright red crisis, looking for something I can’t name because everything I can name bores me senseless, I see it. A wisp. Just a single white wisp coming out of the darkness along the road. I skid to a stop, fishtailing into the oncoming lane. I look in my rearview mirror. Wait. And there it is again—another clean white puff swirling away in the cold and rain. I put the car in reverse and crawl slowly back to what I imagine is just a wounded dog, breathing out its last breath at the side of the road. I park and get out, waiting for another frightened plume to point me in the right direction. I say “frightened,” because it seems that whatever the breather is, it’s been holding its breath ever since I stopped the car.

The road I’m on passes through woods—evergreens, mainly. Pines. My crisis prefers rural settings, what with their narrow lanes and no lighting, no police, no pesky Samaritans, should the not-unforeseeable happen. It’s definitely not the trees that have brought me out this way, whether evergreen or never-green or whatnot. Except for the antisocial demands of my crisis, I’m basically a city vampire. But I do know a thing or two about pines. And one of those things is:

No feet.

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

“Hello?” I say, brushing aside the branches of the pedestrian conifer in front of me. And there she is, my little escapee from statistics, a still-warm-inside, mouth-breathing fog maker. A mortal, which is rare enough, but a child, too. A real child—not the freak show kind I stumbled here to escape. She’s plump in that baby fat way. Good veins. Farm raised, I’m guessing. From one of those farms that officially “don’t exist” but do. A free-range bleeder who’s gotten a bit too free.

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

She’s wearing one of those retro “Got Milk?” T-shirts. The ones the Screamers think are funny, or sexy, or appealing to a maternal instinct that’s also retro, and getting more so all the time. She’s got blond hair. It’s been gathered up into a pair of asymmetrical ponytails that look like they were done quickly, and mainly to get the hair out of her face and into a couple of manageable clumps. A few loose strands hang down, heavy from the rain, clinging to her face and shoulders. Her thumb’s in her mouth, her eyes squeezed tight, her whole body shivering. The dark stuff on her legs speckles the rest of her as well. And now that I’m closer, I can smell it:

Blood.

Plasma and platelets and coagulating coagulants, but not hers. There aren’t any wounds big enough, nothing fresh gurgling out. Still, she was standing right next to whatever bled like this. Judging from the spatter, I’d say it was an arterial bleed, some major trauma that this little one apparently just walked away from.

Gently, I pull her thumb from her mouth, uncorking another plume of white. “Hello,” I say. Again.

“Don’t eat me,” the little girl cries.

Now, I hate to quibble, but this is one of my pet peeves. Vampires do not eat little girls. We don’t eat people, period. At least not in the chewing sense. We relieve them of their blood supplies, which involves biting, or cutting, or puncturing, but we don’t bite anything off. We don’t masticate, or grind with our grinders. Not that I’d mind feeling my teeth click through a pinched inch or so of well-fed neck flesh, especially now, but that’d be gratuitous; it’d be showing off and it’s just not something that’s done. Not anymore. Not in polite society. It’s like that bumper sticker I hate—“Chews Life”? No—a proper vampire never chews. A civilized vampire sucks—get it straight.

Of course, I don’t imagine that these distinctions will mean much to the little mortal quivering in front of me. The difference between being eaten or just sucked dry is pretty much semantic, especially if you’re the one on the menu. And so I don’t quibble. Instead, I ask, “Why not?”

“I don’t taste good,” she says.

As if drinking blood is something you do for the taste! I have to smile, and so I do. “Oh yeah,” I say. “Why’s that?”

“I’m spoiled,” the little girl cries. “Mommy says…,” followed by sobs in place of whatever it is Mommy says. Or said, I assume—past tense. I also assume that Mommy’s being past tense explains all that blood covering her frightened little girl. The one who’s too old to be sucking her thumb but is back at it again, sucking and sobbing, sobbing and sucking.

The word for “human female parent” in almost every language on earth starts with an m. Mom, mater, madonna, madre. It’s usually the first word spoken by a child, and is rooted in the sound made while suckling. And that’s what it’s all about—our language, our relationships, our being at its very core; we suck, therefore we are. And the world is forever divided into the suckers and the sucked upon. It’s always been that way; we—me and my vampire friends—just made it a little more literal.

“So, you’re spoiled, eh?”

She nods her head. I pull out her thumb.

“Is Mommy dead?”

She looks at her feet. Her thumb, like a heat-seeking missile, starts heading back for her mouth. I stop it in midtrajectory, my big cold hand cupping her tiny warm one. “Don’t,” I say.

A minute goes by with nothing much to fill it but the sound of rain steadily shushing through the needles of the trees surrounding us. I still have her hand in my hand, can feel its borrowed heat invading my fingers, crawling just a bit up my wrist, and then stopping. It’s when my hand starts feeling like a human’s—when my hand starts feeling like her own—that’s when my pleasant little surprise finally looks up at me with something less than terror in her eyes.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“Isuzu.”

“No, your real name,” I say. And that does it; that’s what makes her snap.

“It is,” she demands. “Isuzu Trooper Cassidy,” she repeats—recites—pulling her hand away from mine, her thumb folding back into its fist. “Like it or lump it,” she announces—quoting, I’m sure, whatever brain thought of naming a little girl after a gas guzzler.

I laugh—I can’t help it; this little human is just so…human. Even soaked to the bone, even covered in blood, and standing next to a vampire twice her size, there is only so much shit she’s willing to put up with, and getting grief over her name is at the top of the list.

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

“You are,” I say, casually preparing myself to fend off whatever pathetic attempt my little sport utility might make at defending her mortal dignity.

Of course, it hasn’t been my night for making the right call. So:

She nails me.

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

But back to Isuzu and her kitchen knife. Out it comes, and in it goes—slurp-thunk—like that first good stab into a ripe melon. That’s the noise we vampires make when we get stabbed where I’m stabbed—just below the belly button, and just above the fun stuff. Isuzu’s just so high to begin with, and even when she’s holding the knife over her head with both hands and going up on tiptoes, my belt line is as close to my heart as she’s going to get.

Fortunately, there’s not much down there anymore. The virus or whatever it is that makes vampires cold and bloodthirsty, that turns our skin pasty white and our eyeballs midnight black—the same thing rearranges our indoor plumbing. We don’t have much of a digestive system, especially below what used to be our stomachs. The blood is absorbed directly into the bloodstream by the tongue, the membranes of the mouth, and the esophagus. As a result, a vampire taking in blood isn’t so much like a mortal drinking coffee as like a cocaine addict doing a line. It’s just a matter of biological efficiency—a way of mixing the old and new blood as quickly as possible without actually poking holes into our veins.

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

So, when I wince pulling out the knife, it’s for real. I’m not play-acting. Not about that, at least. Where the real acting comes in is my acting like I don’t mind, like I don’t plan on getting even. But I do. My little Happy Meal stabbed me with every intention of doing grave bodily harm, and it’s the thought that counts. And what I’m thinking is this:

Later.

Not now. Not when it’d be easy for me to snap, and for her neck to snap right along with it. No. Immediate gratification is overrated, anyway. Plus, her adrenal gland’s probably wrung out. The fact that a five- or six-year-old mortal girl who’s only so high could get a knife to stick into me all the way to the hilt…yeah, there was some adrenaline working overtime. But she’s on the downslope now. I can tell that by the way her breath puffs are coming out, by the way she’s just standing there, letting her skin hang on to her bones like a marionette hanging on to its strings. And I hate stale adrenaline; it’s got that scared-past-being-scared aftertaste.

So, no. Not now. Later’s better. Later, when she’ll least expect it. Later, when I can scare out something fresh, when it’ll be more…

Fun.

And just like that, it hits me. This is why I’ve been depressed. This is what I’ve been missing. The coffee, the chocolate, the peeing, and canned peaches—red herrings. You want a real clue to the psychology of the modern vampire? It’s this: we’re cats. We’re feral cats who’ve been forced inside. We need to play with our food before killing it, but can’t. The world’s full of kibble—no problems there—but there are no birds, no mice, not even small lizards to hunt, catch, play with, and kill. Nothing to kill, not even to save our lives. Nothing legal, at least.

That’s kind of where I am—have been, for years.

And the whole rest of the world’s been there with me, whether they know it or not. We’ve been taken care of. We’re well fed. We suck on bottles of blood, sip it from snifters, tip back mugs and cups and glasses—and not a damned one of them ever puts up a struggle. Not a damned one ever feels quite right. Sure, they spike the bottled stuff with adrenaline, but lab-grown versus the real thing is like Tang next to fresh-squeezed.

And look at me—Mr. Lucky. I just found myself a real live orange.

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

“I believe this is yours,” I say, handing over the knife like a maître d’ the wine list.
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The Tarp Guy




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

And the problem with not harvesting Isuzu right away is having to take care of her in the meantime. Take care of, and keep safe, and fed, and hidden from my no-longer-benevolent brethren. It occurs to me that this may be a bigger slice of life than I’m ready to chew at the moment. Or suck dry, for that matter. But then again, not too long ago, I was ready to chuck it all. And it’s not like I don’t have plenty of time to kill. So:

“Sorry,” I say.

I get the feeling I’ll be saying that a lot. I get the feeling I’ll be learning a whole new vocabulary of regret, penitence, contrition. I see a lot of flubs and oopses in my future. This time, the apology is for stopping Isuzu while she was trying to make a run for it.

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

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

She glances. She sees it coming. But she flinches anyway. Just a quick twitch, and then it’s back to Raggedy Ann. I pat her limp shoulder. She lets me. I pet her hair, trying to soothe a frightened puppy. She could care less. I keep it up until it feels stupid, and then I pull my hand away, damp now with you-know-what.

You-know-whose.

What I do next I really shouldn’t, but it’s been a stressful evening. Lots of drama. Lots of gratification delayed. And really, it’s such a little thing. Just a matter of bringing my fingers to my lips, a quick run of the tongue. Just a taste. Waste not, want not. And Isuzu? Hell, she’s busy looking out the window at all that nothing out there, making a big show of not looking at me, so why not?

This is why not.

I’ve already told you that vampires reflect all the time. In mirrors. In chrome. In their lonelier moments, and over there, in the unfoggy corner of my passenger-side window. Isuzu’s been watching me all along—staring at me, at my reflection. Watching every move, every idle gesture. She’s seen me lick her mother’s blood from my fingertips. And that’s all it takes. Her little hand goes unlimp, darts for the door handle, yanks up.

No.

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

I flick a switch on my driver’s side armrest, and all the locks thunk down together. The once-and-future rag doll keeps on yanking pointlessly, jiggling the handle with one hand, two hands, working a foot up and kicking at my fine leather interior.

I should probably say something. This is when one of us should say something, and it looks like I’m it.

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

[image: space]

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

Well, in this case, mother.

Here are the terms of the deal: if I’m a “good guy,” if I’m not “like them,” I’ll save Mommy Dearest. I’ll presumably do this by vamping her. Do I really need to tell you how bad an idea this is? The blood on Isuzu is already drying, or at least gluey. And there are bits of…tissue…in her hair. By the time we get to wherever her mom is, there isn’t going to be anything left to save. It’s like I’m some TV repair guy and here comes this kid, holding nothing but a limp cord, asking, “Can you fix it?” Where do I even start?

“Um,” I say, and then immediately worry that it might sound like “yum,” like the sinister noise it isn’t. Or at least not yet.

“Listen,” I add, to interrupt—to derail, defuse, deflect. To put something other than a maybe-yum out there between us.

“Sweetheart,” I continue. It just slips out without me thinking. Until after it slips out, after which I think plenty. Like: Taste-related endearments are probably just as bad as “yum.” But when I try to think of ones that aren’t, I get stuck.

Honey—no.

Sweetie—no.

Honey- and/or sweetie pie—no.

Kiddo?

Kiddo might work. I give it a try. “Listen, kiddo,” I say, starting over.

But Isuzu—my new sweetheart, my save-it-for-later yum—has already fallen into a kid trance, muttering the mantra “Please” over and over again. She knits her little fingers together so tight, her knuckles blanch. And then that praying, pleading knot of fingers starts to shake.

“Oh please, oh please, oh please…”

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

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

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

 

When we get near to where her mother was last seen, I have Isuzu get out of the car and into the trunk. “Just in case,” I say, and she gets in without a peep. She’s good at that—at not making peeps. I guess that’s just one of those things you get good at, being a mortal in a world full of people like me. I guess you get good or you get gone.

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

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

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

If this were a sitcom, this is where I’d do the obligatory double take. Horror stories? Living in the middle of her very own tale from the crypt, and what does Mommy Dearest pick to read? Jesus! I guess you can’t stop human beings from being human, but still.

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

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

Vampires love their pets to death, and sometimes even farther. Of course, vamped pets don’t need Cat Chow; vamped pets share the same boring diet as their owners. But more often than not, we prefer our pets to stay disposable. They die right around the time we get bored with them, and then we get something else, working our way through the natural kingdom ever more exotically. Hence the iguanas, the spider monkeys, the lemurs of the ring-tailed kind.

I should add that it’s a pretty good time to be a pet, especially a disposable one. It’s a pretty good time because of all the leftovers from when mortals ran things. Canned food, for instance. Canned human food, that is. After the change, a lot of it just got relabeled and sold as pet food. And all the cattle that were slated to become Big Macs and steaks became Alpo instead. Eventually, they’ll go back to grinding up horses, but for the time being, pet food’s not a bad way to go, if you’re a runaway human trying to keep yourself and your daughter alive.

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

Chocolate is what they use on the black market farms that officially “don’t exist,” but do. The farms where they breed little bonbons like Isuzu for wealthy, discriminating vampires with a taste for blood au naturel. Chocolate doesn’t enter the equation until just before the end, during the last stages of market prep. The story is that it does something “special” to the blood, lends it a little sweetness, cuts down on that rusty-salt aftertaste. I don’t doubt it. Force-feed someone into becoming a borderline diabetic and it’s bound to do something “special” in the blood department. The only problem is, messing with glucose levels works against the rush that comes when your blood’s container knows it’s going to die. Personally, that spurt of adrenaline is why I’m humoring that little blood donor locked in my trunk. But apparently, the rich don’t mind a little passivity. Apparently, they like the idea of the blood fighting against itself, instead of the little tidbit’s fighting against his or her “ultimate purchaser.” So much for roughing it. Killing a farm-raised kid after a week’s worth of nothing but chocolate is like hunting animals that have been drugged. Like shooting fish in a very small barrel.

I’m guessing that when Isuzu and her mom escaped, they left with as much chocolate as they could carry, knowing it was going to have to last them a lifetime—hell, two lifetimes, however long those were going to be. I imagine the original plan was something like “only for birthdays” or “only for Christmas and Easter.” I imagine that plan lasted about as long as a vampire swearing off blood. And so here they were, the bones of that failed plan pinned to the wall of their root-cellar home like old pornography. Here they were, the souvenirs of all life’s sweetness, chewed up, swallowed, gone.
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It’s the sound of the tape, that first, long rip—that’s how they’d announce themselves, in the dark, where they could see her but she couldn’t see them. Before that, I imagine them sitting in the hole in the dark, waiting for Isuzu and her mom, waiting with their duct tape and tarp, their thermoses of lab-grown to tide them over. They’re ready to wait till hell blows cold. It doesn’t matter to them. They’ve got nothing but time, and a taste for blood when it’s laced with human fear. They’ve already exchanged stories about other kills from way back when, the look in this or that one’s eyes when she crawled into her hiding place and found them waiting for her in the dark, where they could see her but she couldn’t see them. One of them will say it’s worth it—it’s almost always worth it—for the looks on their faces alone.

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

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

But all I can think of at the moment is how pristine the savagery is, how spotless and bloodless, like a white china plate licked clean.

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

Oh please, oh please, oh please…

Spare me.

Like you ever listened to them when they pleaded.

Do I really need to tell you I wasn’t always benevolent?

I think I’ve been just about every kind of vampire you can be. During World War II, I was a patriotic one, limiting my feedings to German cuisine. A little later, I went through a monstrous phase, limiting my feedings to pretty much anything with a face. Then there was vegetarianism, with its strict diet of coma victims, followed by a streak of vigilantism, when I went around killing those folks who just needed killing. Eventually I got tired of coming up with excuses and let hunger and opportunity decide.

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

The pack thing can be done with as few as two. You can make a game of it—flip a quarter, heads for throat, tails for thigh. You each take your turn, the flow of blood seesawing back and forth, your victim’s eyes ticking left and right along with it, until they begin flickering and finally roll back, waving those two white flags of surrender.

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

There are less dainty versions. More aggressive ones. Versions where you don’t say “Pardon me” and “Please” and you don’t take turns. Versions where it’s a tug-of-war played with blood and arteries. You suck, they suck, and you can feel the pull of the other. Pause to swallow and the blood in your straw reverses course. You have to fight against the current to get it back. Eventually, one of you takes his ball and goes home. Or really, one of you rips the part you’re sucking on free from the rest. This can be pretty wasteful, what with blood leaking out at both ends, like a hot dog with too much relish on it or an ice-cream cone with the bottom chewed off.

In situations like this, it’s best if someone has the foresight to bring along a tarp. Back before I was benevolent, when I was still hunting in packs, I was the tarp guy. Somebody else would sniff out the victim; somebody else would duct tape their wrists and mouth. Me—I set the table, shaking out the tarp with one good snap, laying it down, smoothing it out, straightening the corners.

Now, it might seem kind of wimpy, being the tarp guy, but that’s the part that always got the strongest reaction. Okay, you duct tape his wrists and mouth, the victim knows he’s in trouble; but when you start laying down the tarp, that’s when everything clicks. The tarp foreshadows the mess they’re in—and about to become. And that’s when their eyes start screaming from the tops of their lungs; that’s when their chests start heaving and their nostrils flare in and out. And if it’s cold, that’s when the steam starts chugging, hard and heavy, like the Little Train That Could.

I think I’m dead. I think I’m dead.

I know I’m dead. I know I’m dead.

Chew-chew…

 

Have you ever tried walking in a woman’s shoes? Even sensible ones, like the tennis kind? If you’re a guy with big feet—which I am, thank you very much—you’re lucky if you can squeeze your tippy toes inside. And walking! Just try walking so you can leave a clear set of prints leading away from some fake-grass-covered hole, through the mud right up to this patch of ground cover that could lead—frankly—anywhere. Just you try that. After hiding the bloody dress. After covering up its owner’s various parts. After scribbling “Mom” on a sheet of blank paper you fold in half and leave behind. The one you’ll say includes the telephone number of the place you’re both going back to—for when it’s safe again, and your orphan’s mom comes looking.

That’s right. I’ve decided to lie. Or really, I’ve decided to keep on lying. When you’ve got a little kid locked in your trunk, thinking you’re there to save her, instead of just saving her for later…well, lying’s the easiest way to go. Lie big. Lie bold. Lie like a cheap rug on the big bald head of a big lying liar.

Shave and a haircut, I knock.

Two bits, Isuzu knocks back.

“She got away.” It’s the first thing out of my mouth.

Isuzu looks at me. She blinks those two-toned eyes of hers, weighing what I’ve just said. She still has arterial blood caked in her hair. She’s been hiding out in a hole in the ground and eating cat food all because of guys like me. She’s been locked in the trunk for over half an hour, just in case guys like me were still hanging around, waiting for the prodigal daughter’s return. And now here I come with my lame attempt to keep the emotional baggage down to a single carry-on. What else can she say but what she says?

“Liar.”

If it’s possible for a vampire to get paler than he already is, I do.

“No, it’s true,” I keep on lying. Once you start down that path—even when you’re called on it—you just have to keep on going. “You can see for yourself,” I add, helping her out of the trunk.

 

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

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

She says, “My mom taught me.”

“That’s good,” I say, wondering why I thought this particular lie was a good idea. Sure, it’ll cut back on the weepy stuff, give her something to hope for, a distraction. And it’ll make getting her back to my apartment, where the phone is, easier. But eventually, when that phone doesn’t ring—eventually, other bells will, and when they do…

Jesus!

Like it’s ever going to get that far! I’m delaying gratification, sure, but I’m not sending it off to college.

Meanwhile: “K,” my delayed gratifier says.

Followed by: “E, D, S,” she reads.

“That spells ‘Keds,’ ” she announces, her finger underlining the word stamped there in the muddy earth.

“That’s right,” I say. “It does.”

And it keeps on spelling “Keds,” in every footprint she investigates, leading right up to a patch of grass that could lead anywhere—but back.
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The Pits




I’m thinking about my dad.

I haven’t thought about my dad in—Christ, ages. And I haven’t thought about my dad as a “father”…well, I don’t know that I ever really did. He was just the guy around the house who paid for stuff, who got teased about funny things he did when he was younger, and smoked like a chimney until the fireplace went cold, way too soon. He was my whole life, and as kids will with things as big as life, I took him for granted until he was gone.

It’s Isuzu and her mom that have got me thinking like this. Thinking parentally. Mortally and parentally.

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

“Was she pretty, your mom?” I ask.

Isuzu nods.

“And were any of the vampires boy vampires?”

She nods again.

“Well, there you go. Maybe they thought she was so pretty that…” I trail off without finishing, but Isuzu gets it. It sinks in as a concept, and I catch the reflection of a smile in my passenger-side window.

“Like Cinderella,” she whispers, filling in the blank I’ve left.

I nod.

So I’m inclined to think it was a good thing. A kind thing. Just like, sometimes, you have to be cruel to be kind? I’m guessing that you have to be kind before you can be a real success at cruelty. At least some of the times. At least as often as the other way around.

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

 

Even though he was a mortal, my dad loved blood. He loved it in all its coagulated forms: in blood sausage and duck-blood soup, in the shit brown drippings under broiler pans, and in the vein of marrow running through a chicken bone. He loved the last best, cracking the shaft against his big back teeth, leaving translucent shards blooming around the ball joint like a ruptured party favor with a bony fist at one end. He’d have made a wonderful vampire, but he never got the chance. He died, instead, too awfully and too young, of lung cancer brought on by those other bones he loved to suck, at a rate of three packs a day. Eventually, they had to cut a hole in his throat, followed by the bigger hole they dug for the rest of him.

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

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

I’ll tell you a story my uncle used to tell.

He and my dad were in the war together—the first “world” one, from before they started numbering them. And they found themselves staying with a family on a farm in France. On their last night there, they get invited to dinner, and dessert is cherry pie. My dad takes one bite and—click!—bites right down on a cherry pit. Here he is, “overseas,” having dinner with a nice French family while people all around are dying, and he’s sitting there with a cherry pit in his mouth. Not wanting to embarrass his hosts, my dad does what a guy like my dad does: he swallows it. Another bite and—click!—another pit. So, down the hatch it goes. As does the next. And the next.

And then, suddenly: “Where are your pits?” their host asks, alarmed.

That’s when my dad finally looks up and sees all the plates around him ringed with cherry pits like so many freshly yanked teeth. It’s local custom, it turns out, to cook cherry pie with the fruit whole, to preserve the flavor.

After hemming, after hawing, my future dad confesses that he’s swallowed all his pits.

“In America, they do this?” his host asks.

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

And his hosts splutter with laughter, followed by assurances to my father’s reddening face that, no, they’re impressed, they’re touched.

They’re the old world, patting the new one on its polite, naïve little head.
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My uncle used to tell the Pit Story while my dad was still alive, to embarrass him, to get his goat, to tease. And he always ended it the same way. “Pretty pitiful, eh?”

Except for the last time, that is.

When my uncle told the Pit Story for the last time, it was at my father’s funeral, and my uncle left his punch line off. He choked up, instead, his Adam’s apple working hard as if he were trying to swallow a cherry pit of his own. Finally, he spit it out:

“And that’s the kind of guy my brother was,” he said. “Kind. He was the kind kind of guy. A gentle gentleman. It took a lot of swallowing to be that way—pride, mainly, other people’s sh…”—we were in church; he edited—“…stuff.” He looked up from the podium he’d been staring at. “You know,” he said, and we did. Almost everyone around me was working hard at swallowing something. For me, it was tears.

I was just thirteen-dammit and had just started to become the jerk it is our pubescent destiny to become. I was a boy, too, trying to become a man in pre–World War II America, way back when, before people couldn’t shut up about their feelings. So I choked back, and swallowed, and toughed it out, at least long enough to make it to the men’s room and the stall next to the wall. Once inside, door bolted tight, I used a big wad of toilet paper to muffle whatever flushing didn’t mask.

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

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

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

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

And when it finally looked like we’d be going to war because of a guy with a mustache just like my dad’s, I imagined him giving his hand a rest and signing up. If he knew what I knew about how long he had left—sure, he’d sign up. After all, if he knew that, he’d know he’d come through it okay. He’d know he’d be around long enough to have a son he could leave too soon. You just had to do the math.

And so I signed up, thinking war was mainly a matter of knowing what to swallow and what to spit out.

 

I’ve already mentioned about vampires and their last scars and Isuzu’s uncanny aim when it came to mine. That’s another part of this little carjacking down memory lane. Like a lot of my benevolent buddies, I got vamped during World War II. That’s how far back mine goes; that’s the bit of history my second umbilical loops around. You’d think that as scars go, it’d be as dead and hard as a horse’s hoof by now. But no. All it takes is a little twelve-inch blade to retenderize everything.

So there I am:

My last sunset has sunk and I’m sinking fast, right along with it. I’ve taken some shrapnel in the breadbasket and I’m dying, looking toward my last moon, a turd of cloud scudding across its face. There’s a bombed-out farmhouse in the distance, and in the delirium of my dying, I become convinced that it’s the same one where my dad swallowed all those pits, all those years ago. I try to crawl to it. I’m Catholic, so I’m praying, too—Hail Mary (stretch, grab, pull) full of grace (groan, grab, pull)—getting my soul ready for the Great Whatever. And that’s when she appears out of nowhere, a woman in a trench coat and Marlene Dietrich sunglasses, speaking French. I can’t really understand her, just little bits and pieces.

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

Yeah. Right. I’m dying. Leave me alone, please…

Then: Bon. That means “good,” I think. Like in bon voyage.

So now she’s being sarcastic? It’s good I’m dying? Fuck you, you French…

Not that I say any of this. Not with my mouth. Not out loud. The thing that’s killing me is sending blood gurgling up my throat the wrong way. But that’s a good thing, my not being able to speak. God only knows what would have happened if I said what I was thinking—and if she understood. As luck would have it, all I can say is “Fuck you” with my eyes. And I never was very good at speaking with my eyes, even back when I still had pupils to dilate and whites to show interest or contempt.

Don’t hurt me.

That’s what my eyes usually seemed to say—back before they went all the way black. Back before they learned the look that forever says “midnight” and “snack.”

So there I am, the moon and me, a hole in my belly, my life bubbling out at both ends in a gory red gush, my eyes going squinty, trying to pay this Frenchwoman back for saying she’s glad I’m dying.

And then she smiles.

You know the smile I mean. The one that changes everything. The smile that raises the curtain on those big dog teeth of hers.

Surprise!

And that’s when she tucks into me like I’m a steak. A mis take, probably, but a juicy one. And it’s incredible. It feels like she’s giving me a blow job through my stomach. I go from going to coming, just like that. My toes curl in my GI boots and every beat of my heart is another orgasm…

That lasts for about as long as that sort of thing lasts, but then:

Oh-oh…

Here comes the dying part. I can feel it. I can feel my heart giving up. I can feel my…everything…going cold from the inside out. She’s got her hand on my chest. She just worked her little fingers between the buttons of my uniform, rests her already-cold flesh against my going-cold flesh—not squeezing, not tweaking, not trying to arouse. Just checking. Even though I’m delirious by now from lack of blood, I know she’s counting my heartbeats. I know she’s decided to do something other than kill me—something other than leaving me here to die.

Something wrong. Something unnatural. Something I want more than anything else in the world.

She stops sucking just before my last heartbeat. She squeezes the halves of my wound together, places her lips on my lips, and spits a little bit of me back into me. A little bit of me, mixed with her. I don’t know it at the time, but she’s bitten her tongue just before darting it into my mouth. Different vampires do it different ways, and this is hers. A French kiss from a French vampire.

Pulling back, she closes my mouth with the tips of her fingers and makes an exaggerated swallowing gesture. So I swallow, and when I do, I can feel the skin of my stomach tug in around where the gash is. Or was. I can feel the skin going tight, stitching itself back together.

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

And after that we play charades.

In the moonlight, in the middle of France, in the middle of World War II, with mortar flashing in the distance, an old French vampire and her new American calf play guessing games. First word, two syllables. She points toward the east, and then mimes “sunrise” by raising a fist in a slow arc above the horizon of her opposite arm. She mimes “death” by choking herself with both hands. “Hide”—my borrowed jacket, hitched over her head as if to shield her from the rain. “Sleep”—head tilted to a pillow of pressed hands.

I nod, and nod, and then nod, again.

Sunlight will kill me. Got it.

“Am I like Dracula?” I ask, and she nods her head: Yes. She holds up a finger: But. She shakes her head: No.

So I’m a yes-and-no Dracula and one of those yesses is the part about being killed by sunlight. “What about crosses?” I ask. “What about garlic?”

But she just smiles those big dog teeth of hers and brushes the hair off my forehead. Leaning in, she places a kiss there, still stained with my own blood. She lifts her sunglasses, revealing those black-black eyes, winks, whispers a Bonsoir, and then disappears into the same French nowhere she came from.

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

Can I turn into things?

Do I still have a reflection?

Why does everything seem so bright when it’s still night out?

Can I pray if I still want to? And who’ll answer me if I do?

 

My savior taught me the bare minimum I needed to know to survive my first daybreak; the rest I had to figure out for myself. She wasn’t being cruel, just economical. I needed to know what would kill me for sure, and she told me. The rest was really about what wouldn’t kill me, despite Hollywood and its myths. And so I worked my way through a series of pleasant surprises. Being immune to bullets? That brought a smile to my face the first time it came in handy. Garlic? Crosses? How was I supposed to avoid those things in Europe, of all places? So it was nice to know I didn’t have to, finding myself staring at my former savior without going poof. And that’s how my vampire lessons usually went—an Oops, followed by an Oh, followed by an Okay.

As far as the rest of the rest of it, like learning how to feed myself? The movies got that part right. Not that I needed a movie to tell me what to do. You get hungry enough, and your body lets you know. After all, even a newborn can find its mother’s breast.

 

I forgot about the calendar.

I gave up days, and I gave up counting them. I was immortal; what was time to me? And anyway, I was too busy learning all the rules and privileges that came with my field promotion up the food chain. When the weather grew cold, my breath didn’t do anything special. It came out just as invisibly as when it was warm. And when the snowflakes started falling, they rested on my skin, unmelted—which was a little disconcerting—but I didn’t read into it any further than that. I didn’t see it as a reminder. I didn’t take it as a clue to what was coming.

And so those first few months as a new vampire went smoothly, in blissful ignorance. We were—thank God—at war. I had a clearly defined enemy that the U.S. government sincerely wanted me to kill. The fact that killing also meant a free meal? Well, two birds with one stone. And war really is much more fun when you don’t have to worry about the bullets—when all you have to stay out of the way of is the big exploding stuff. Oh, sure, I had to stay away from hails of bullets; one good sweep from a machine gun and you could just tear me along the dotted line. But all in all, my attitude toward war had lightened up considerably.

Until…

 

I’d been technically AWOL but still doing my job, at least at night. And I was sneaking up on my soup du jour—my little Sauerkraut—who’d been cut off from his troop. He just sat there, shivering in his foxhole, wearing his dick-shaped helmet, whispering to himself in German. I figured he was probably cursing himself for being stupid and getting lost, but doing it quietly. Too quietly for mortal ears, but…this wasn’t his lucky day.

Or night. Nacht.

I was thinking to myself, This is not your lucky nacht, when out of the whispered gibberish I heard the very word I was thinking:

“Nacht.”

It was being sung—quietly, again, but…

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

Or night. Nacht.

So I put a little moonlight between his body and its head.

And yes, I know, I’ve already told you: that’s not the proper way. It’s not necessary, and it’s not practical. For one thing, it makes everything much more difficult, like trying to drink from a garden hose that’s running too fast. But I couldn’t help it. If he’d been a radio, I would have thrown him across the room, or smashed him to bits with my fist.

“Acting out.”

That’s what the crowd that’s always talking about their feelings would say. They’d say I was really beating myself up, or ripping off my own head. And they’d be right. Kind of. I was furious for having forgotten about Christmas while this stupid Nazi remembered, even though I had more reason for remembering than just about anybody.

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

Nobody except for me and a dead Nazi, lying on the snow-covered earth under a star-crowded sky. So when my eyes started leaking, I let them. I let my tears turn the snow red—at least where my dinner hadn’t stained it already. And when my bloody tears started freezing to my face, well…that’s why I didn’t cry at my father’s grave. That’s why I saved it for the bathroom, flushing and flushing over the sound of me bawling my eyes out. I just didn’t want to get frostbite.
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