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Introduction

When I was fourteen, I fell in love with a vampire.

A new library had opened up in our neighborhood, and I met a friend there on Saturdays to talk about boys as well as books. In England at that time, there was no such thing as a young adult section. Once you felt you were too old to be seen in the children’s room, you were forced to scan the adult shelves, full of boring, monochromatic re-bindings and obtuse dust jackets which promised little to a teenage girl. It was a real chore to find something of interest and, unlike these days, there didn’t seem to be a librarian ready to make plausible suggestions. But I was on a mission, and it was in the adult section that I discovered my first vampire novel, The Shiny Narrow Grin by Jane Gaskell.

The Shiny Narrow Grin was a real young adult book before that category existed; complete with a heartless teenage girl who had many problems, including selfish divorced parents, a clueless boyfriend called Fishfinger whom she treated badly, and a vampire who loved her because she was the shallowest person he’d ever met. At the end, the vampire came for her and asked her to join him. “Go with him! Go with him!” I whispered urgently, but the author never said what the girl’s answer was. It made me crazy!

I had always loved monsters.

When I was a preschooler, my father sat me on his lap and told me the plots of old horror movies about Dracula and Frankenstein. I knew all about Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, and Lon Chaney, Jr., before I ever saw any of their movies; and I knew about the monsters they portrayed long before I read books by Bram Stoker and Mary Shelley. It was delicious to be scared yet safe in my father’s arms. I might have been the only five-year-old in England who knew all about Sweeney Todd, the demon barber of Fleet Street. I carried that early enjoyment of monsters with me as I grew into a reader.

The Shiny Narrow Grin was the perfect book for me. The main character wasn’t much older than I was then, doing things I would have loved to do, like hanging out at mod clubs in 1960s London, and there was a supernatural element to the story. I was smitten by the pale young man who appeared in a few suspenseful scenes, and became mesmerized by the whole concept of teen vampires. But the vampire wasn’t in the book enough. I wanted more! I fantasized about what happened after the book ended. I daydreamed about vampires falling in love with me. Finally, I responded in poetry—a pretentious, overwritten, dreadful sequence of poems interspersed with prose, called The Saga of the Vampire, scribbled down in a diary with a red cover. The story involved a human girl, strangely nameless, and two vampires—the good Simon, who loves her, and the evil Nick, who wants to destroy their love. Of course, Simon wins in the end, but he has to turn the girl into a vampire just like him to save her. “And they flew off together, two black shapes against the moon.”

When I was fifteen my family moved to Washington, D.C., and right before we left I did a terrible thing, especially for a future librarian—I went to the library and checked out The Shiny Narrow Grin so I could bring it with me. How could I leave it behind? (Karma has since caught up with me, however, as librarians tell me repeatedly that mine are among the books most often stolen from their libraries.)

I continued to read, read, read, and didn’t much worry that in the fantasy and science fiction I liked the most, the characters were usually adult and male. My love of books led me to earn an English literature degree in college; then, having no idea how to get a job with that, I decided to enroll in graduate school to become a children’s librarian. I didn’t know that there were books written specifically for teenagers until I came across them on my graduate school reading lists—books by people such as Robert Cormier, William Sleator, and S. E. Hinton. Wow! Look what happened when I wasn’t paying attention! I made up for lost time and gobbled them down.

After graduate school I became a children’s librarian, but I also continued to write. I had some poetry published in a few small magazines, many of them science fiction oriented, and I began to write short stories, which were rejected when I submitted them. After a while, I realized that my main characters all seemed to be teenage girls. I thought about those great young adult books I had discovered. Maybe I should be writing for teenagers. With that in mind, I signed up for a local conference on writing for children and teens organized by the Children’s Book Guild of Washington, D.C.

At the conference, I took a class with a wonderfully helpful writer named Larry Callen. Soon after, I received an invitation from him to join a writing workshop that he taught. It was in that group, which met in a church, that I first shared with a wider audience my short fantasy stories, in which teenage girls often met with untimely ends. Larry never flinched, although I could tell he was highly amused sometimes at my take on fiction; instead, he shared his great insight into the writing process and incredible knack for homing right in on the problems of a story. He could point out these problems so gently and positively that you never, ever felt criticized or slighted. I learned so much from him.

As people dropped out and the writers’ group eventually disbanded, Larry invited me to join another, more established group that met much further away. The problem was that I didn’t drive back then and didn’t know how I could attend these meetings at night and get back home at a reasonable time. Larry had the solution: he would pick me up from work and take me home after the meeting. Wow! He had that much faith in my writing.

It was Larry who said to me on one of those rides home after writing group, “Annette, your short stories are not short. You want to write a novel.”

“Nooooooooo!” I protested. “Novels are long. I’ll never finish!”

And it was Larry who refused to let me weasel out of doing it.

But what could I write a whole book about? What did I like when I was fourteen or fifteen? I asked myself. That’s when I remembered those vampire poems. I rummaged through some boxes until I found the old red diary; then I sat on the floor to eagerly read The Saga of the Vampire from start to finish. Oh my God, the poems were dreadful, but when I’d finished cringing and laughing hysterically, I stole from myself.

I told Larry my idea of a romance between a girl and a vampire, and he asked me, “What would make a teenage girl so lonely and isolated that she would be susceptible to the charms of a vampire?” That was a great question! After I thought about it for a while, I decided that a dying mother and a friend moving away were both perfect answers, and then I discovered that these subplots lent all sorts of shadings to Zoë’s relationship with Simon. Many times since, I’ve found that in answering a question about a character, I’ve enhanced the plot. Much of my writing process is asking and answering questions.

Larry Callen and my writing group gave me advice every step of the way as I was writing The Silver Kiss, and I enjoyed reading the story aloud to them chapter by chapter. I was so excited about it that I even wrote on the bus going to and from work, and when Larry picked me up each week for the writing group meeting, he often found me on a bench outside my library, hurrying to finish another chapter so I could read it that night.

When I had finished The Silver Kiss, Larry asked his own editor to read the manuscript. I was thrilled that Larry had so much faith in my work. I was even more thrilled when that editor phoned me up. A real editor phoned me! It wasn’t to buy the manuscript, however; it was to give me some advice.

“You’re really inside the head of that vampire,” she said. “I can really feel where that vampire is coming from. It’s the teenage girl you need to work on.” She paused, then laughed. “I don’t know what that says about you.”

After I got over the disappointment and thought about what she had said for a while, I realized she was right. In a sense, the problem went way back before The Silver Kiss, back to those first poems in which both the vampires had names but the girl was nameless. It was the vampires who had always fascinated me. Even though I had patterned Zoë a little bit on me, I had spent more time creating Simon.

I set to work reading everything I could find about characterization. I inhaled what other writers said about how they made their characters come alive. I made a huge list of things to think about based on everything I read. Then I spent a year revising my manuscript, trying to apply everything on that list to Zoë.

Finally, I returned the manuscript to that editor, but she sent me a form rejection letter—“Sorry, your book doesn’t meet the needs of our list at this time.…” Argh!!!!

But she had done me a huge favor. She’d made me think about how to create characters, and The Silver Kiss and every book since was strengthened because of it. I put away that list, and I have never used it again.

Larry and my writing group encouraged me to keep on sending the manuscript out, which I did—with no luck. However, assuming one has written something good to begin with, personal contacts can be important. And it turned out that being a librarian played a large role in helping me become a published author. I had reviewed books for School Library Journal for quite a few years and had written a couple of articles for that magazine. During the time I was sending out The Silver Kiss to publishers, I received a letter from the SLJ editor I had worked with. He said he was now at Delacorte Press but would like to keep in touch, because the publisher liked to hear what kids were asking for at the library.

Hmmmm! I thought. Little does he know—I have a manuscript! I sent him a very tentative and apologetic letter asking if he would look at my book. He was kind enough to agree. (Years later, much to my amusement, he told me my letter was the wimpiest letter he had ever read and he’d been certain he would hate the novel.) Not long after I sent him the manuscript, this editor called me up at work. Ahhhh! He’s such a nice guy, I thought. He’s called me in person to let me down gently.

I picked up the phone in the staff room at my library and he said, “Annette, we loved your book. We want to publish it!”

I’m sure they heard me scream in the library and beyond.

That was one of the most exciting moments of my life. It ranks up there with Christmases as a child and falling in love with my husband. I mean, how often do your dreams come true?

And secretly, inside, I nudged the phantom of the fourteen-year-old girl I had been and sent her a message back through time—Hey, we made it! We did it!

I have a confession to make here—yes, I admit it: the poem toward the end of The Silver Kiss is a slightly revised version of one of those original poems. I couldn’t resist.

I also included other things from my real life in the book.

There was an old abandoned car on the vacant lot behind my grandparents’ house—a bomb site left over from World War II. We local kids used to stop and climb over that car on our way to school. I don’t remember what year or make it was, but I remember it had running boards so it had to be old even then. That car surfaced eerily in The Silver Kiss as the abandoned car Simon inscribes with the blood of the young thug.

The leather jacket that Simon takes from one of the boys is based on a real jacket that I own. A biker gave it to my closest sister when she ran away to California as a teenager. I borrowed it from her when she returned, and never gave it back. I let Simon borrow it from me.

But the dying mother isn’t mine. My mother is still very much alive, thank goodness, and no one I know has gone through the experience of losing their mother to cancer while I’ve known them. I guess I made that experience very real to some people, however, because more than once I have been asked if my mother died of cancer, too.

Empathy is important in writing: being able to put yourself in someone else’s place. If you understand human emotions, you can imagine how your character would feel. But you also draw on what you know—yourself. This isn’t as limiting as it sounds, because you have many different sides, and people in your life see you in different ways. There are enough layers of you to be all sorts of people. Most of my main characters have me in there somewhere. The Silver Kiss was written for my lonely fourteen-year-old self, who fell in love with an imaginary vampire, and both Zoë and Simon have aspects of the quiet, shy, alienated girl I was back then.

I have received many letters over the years asking me why Simon had to die, and why Zoë and Simon couldn’t stay together. That’s what I had wanted for the characters in The Shiny Narrow Grin, so I understand. That’s why the vampire and the girl lived happily ever after at the end of The Saga of the Vampire. When I started writing The Silver Kiss, I still wanted an ending like that, but as the book became a reality, I realized that to be true to the emerging message that death is a natural part of the cycle of life, I had to let Simon go and let Zoë find the strength to go on.

That’s the funny thing about books: you can plan them all you want, but writing is still mysterious, and once the words start to flow and the characters breathe, the story can end up quite differently than you thought it would, and things surface that you don’t even realize you are writing about at the time. It was my husband who pointed out that the antagonistic relationship between Simon and his brother bore some resemblance to the relationship between me and that sister with the leather jacket—though I swear I never staked her—and it wasn’t until the third or fourth draft of the book that one of the most obvious things occurred to me. Zoë is the Greek word for “life.” How did I manage to give Zoë the perfect name without consciously thinking about it?

This first book of mine has been successful beyond my wildest dreams. The Silver Kiss earned wonderful reviews, won awards, has been taught in schools and colleges (sorry, kids), and has even been produced onstage in Japan with an allmale cast. (That one’s weird.) The book started my publishing career with a bang. I am constantly amazed and thankful that it is still in print after all these years.

I still receive letters and e-mails about my book, but I don’t think anything could top the excitement I felt at the very first fan letter I received, in which a girl declared, “I, too, would surrender my neck to Simon.”

Yessssss! That’s what I wanted people to feel. That’s what it was all about.

So here, for all those girls who wanted to know more about Simon and Zoë, is a new edition of The Silver Kiss that includes two bonus stories about what happened to Simon before and what happens to Zoë after. I hope you enjoy them. And for those of you who are meeting Simon for the first time—surrender your neck.

Annette Curtis Klause





THE SUMMER OF LOVE





IT was the summer of 1967, the Summer of Love, the newspapers called it, and I wandered the streets of San Francisco with the most plentiful source of food around me since the day I’d died. Runaways from all over the country were lured here by the dream of freely offered sex, plentiful drugs, and rock ’n’ roll on every corner; and layered over the gray, workaday city was a multicolored party that seemed to exist in a parallel world. I walked that world.

I was almost a happy man, if a three-hundred-year-old vampire could ever be called happy. This is what I call fast food, I thought. These children knew no fear. Strangers were their friends. All they needed was love. They slept in doorways, in the parks, and in “liberated houses” that held dozens. How easy it was to slip in next to a girl drunk on cheap wine and take my own wine from her rich, young veins. It was fortunate that the drugs they imbibed had no effect on me, else I’d have been staggering around half-blind all the time. But my unnatural body screened all chemicals out that didn’t nurture it, and in these good times I pissed a red stream of waste maybe twice a week.

Love, love, love. How meaningless it was to me. My own loved ones were centuries dead, and I, forever trapped in-between, frozen in the form of a youth not yet twenty. What did I care of love? The ones I’d loved had always abandoned me or betrayed me. I wouldn’t be what I am except for one I loved. Yet, in this city of love, I could go anywhere—join in parties, hang out at those spontaneous park festivals called be-ins, wander nighttime concerts—and all welcomed me. If I didn’t tell my name, no one pressed me; if I lied, no one cared. I had friends everywhere, and still no one knew who I was. “Who’s that pale dude?” I’d hear a boy say as I watched my menu sway to the music, the colored lights dancing on their faces. “What’s the name of that cute blond?” a girl would whisper to her friend, winding her fingers in the layers of beads around her neck as if they were in my hair. But they never found out, not even when I sweet-talked one of those yearning girls out under the stars and lulled her into a sparkling silver trance of ecstasy, my fangs firmly planted in her neck. I was gentle with them, let there be no mistake in that, and I tried very hard to leave a drop of life in their veins so they would see the dawn, but I could not make friends with those I hunted—the thought repelled me. I didn’t take the pills they gave me, and I turned down the weed they offered in hand-rolled, smoldering cigarettes. “I prefer to drink,” I’d explain if I had to.

But I loved the music. Wild and free, tunes went on and on, meandering out to the moon and beyond. I danced to the throbbing music by myself, arms waving, eyes closed, and pretended to be moved by life. I floated through the laughter, music, and excitement of the night in a dark bubble of my own making, and it was cold inside, very cold, but the less that was known of me, the safer I was. In my stolen bell-bottom jeans and flowered shirts, I looked just like them but I never would be, and I doubted that their precious, shallow love would save me if they knew.

In the day, I had to have my sleep, and in an alley behind a row of shabby Victorian houses, I’d found my den—an abandoned garage with crumbled gingerbread trim. Perhaps it was a stable once. I covered the windows with old blankets I stole from revelers in the park, and stuffed the chinks in the wood with newspaper to keep out the damaging light. Under the floorboards beneath my bed I kept a suitcase with all that was valuable to me: a meager portion of my native soil, without which I could not sleep, and a painted portrait of those I once held dear. I curled above that suitcase every day, in a deep, sodden coma, too full of rich human blood to bother with the rats that shared my home.

It was there, one misty morning, groggy with the need to sleep off excess, that I found the cat.

It must have squeezed under the ill-fitting doors looking for shelter from the damp night air. Woken by my return, it crouched on my pile of blankets in a dusty corner behind a stack of old tires and stared warily at me.

“Lucky for you I’ve had my dinner, tabby,” I said. “Now off with you.”

It should have been scared, animals ran from me, but instead it hissed.

Somehow, the absurdity made me laugh.

My laughter made it crouch lower, and its ears flattened. It edged away, and I saw how skinny it was, and weak. For a second I remembered crawling in the forest newly made, starving, and too stunned to know that blood was now my food. Just then, one of the occasional rats chose to make an ill-advised dash across the floor. I don’t know why I did it, curiosity perhaps, but I snatched the squealing rat up. I tore the creature open with my teeth and tossed it near the cat. The cat flinched but didn’t run.

“Well, there you are, puss,” I said. “Food with your lodging. What are you waiting for?”

Slowly it crept from the shadows and finally sniffed the corpse. I could see then it was female. It didn’t take her long to recognize a meal, and she wolfed the rat meat down so fast, I feared she would vomit.

“Steady on,” I warned. “I don’t care to share my den with cat puke.”

When she’d finished I flung the remnants under the door and stuffed the crack with an old coat. Ignoring the cat, I sank to my bed and took my crimson sleep.

The cat shot out the door the next evening as soon as it was opened, not surprising, as she had managed to spend the entire night without soiling the floor. I didn’t expect to see her again.

I was wrong. She was there in the jingle-jangle morning I’d heard the band sing of the night before. She sat by my front door with an expectant look on her little tabby face. What could I do? I found her another rat.

The routine became a habit. Dawn. Cat. Rat. Then she slept in a corner of my den. “But don’t get used to it,” I told her. “I’ll be moving on soon.”

Perhaps because I spent all my time avoiding conversation with humans, I soon found myself confiding in the cat. I only shared a few words at first. “Good morning,” I’d say. “Found a plump brunette at the Quicksilver concert. How was your night?” Soon I surrendered more details. “Last night’s girlfriend was an Airplane fan,” I might begin. “I thought she’d give in easily, but she’d traded her brains for LSD, and my charms didn’t work on her. She screamed when I bit her and I’m afraid I overreacted. I was really sorry afterward, cat. Honestly. I had to drop her in the bay so no one would find her.”

It was such a relief to confess.

The cat was wary at first. She wanted the meat, but she kept her distance, eyeing me suspiciously as if trying to place what kind of creature I was. Perhaps I smelled of death; perhaps I smelled of nothing known to her. Her aloofness saddened me. Was my only intimacy with those who lived to be when draining the very source of that life? A foolish question, for I knew that to be true. Nevertheless, I made a game of befriending her.

My words brought her near, yet she was shy of my touch. She ducked from my first advances, and danced on the shadow tip of my embrace, but I didn’t give up. I wooed her like a lover. Each day she lingered longer within reach, and I held myself in check. Each day her little ribs became less obvious, and she trembled less. I remember the electric crackle of joy the first time she let me stroke her head.

Soon, like a fool, I named the beast. Grimalkin, I called her—a witch’s cat’s name, but I’m close enough to a witch in most minds, I suppose. Stroking her became my delight—and hers. I had forgotten how a purr could buzz in one’s fingers like summer. She slept at the foot of my bed.

One morning I came home to find a mouse upon my pillow. “And now you are the provider?” I asked her as she wound between my legs. The bursting fullness in my chest was fleeting, but frightened me. I readied for sleep briskly, paying her no more heed. When I woke in the evening, I found her curled against my stomach. “Why?” I asked. “You will find no warmth there.” But the fullness was back and wouldn’t be ignored. It was I who took warmth from her.

The summer danced on, the music played, and the generous girls came and went. I tried to be careful, I truly did, but excess was all around, and I became prey to it, too. I had spent almost three hundred years in trying to control the lust, I had even tried to exist on the blood of beasts alone, and now one hedonistic summer had undone me. I found it harder and harder to stop in time. If I took too much, at least they died gently, I consoled myself, at least they felt no pain. I refused to feed on their terror like others of my kind, but feed I must, so under an August moon I romanced a girl, all fringes and swirling skirts, that I’d lured out from the bands and the smoky air of the dance hall called the Fillmore.

“What’s your favorite band?” she asked.

“The Grateful Dead,” I answered. Christ, I was almost getting a sense of humor.

“I’m not a runaway,” she told me when I asked. “I live in Mountain View with my mom, and sister, and three old cats.”

“I have a cat, too,” I said, surprising myself.

I soon was sorry. My admission provoked an avalanche of anecdotes. “Enough!” I said, finally losing patience, and drew her to me, my gaze on her neck, my gums itching.

“Ooh! You remind me of that Doors singer, Jim Morrison,” she said. “Beautiful and scary at the same time.”

I decided she was more intelligent than most. “You are beautiful, too,” I whispered, trailing my fingers down her cheek, capturing her eyes with mine.

She relaxed into my arms, surrendering to the spell I wove, and I took her throat. “The stars are swirling,” she said vaguely as I sipped gently on her blood. “Did you give me some drugs or something?” She giggled weakly. “But I’d remember, wouldn’t …” Her voice trailed off into a sigh. I allowed myself to tumble into the lake of dreams with her, drowning, drowning in the sweet froth of her life, and I would have finished her in that glorious haze, drained her of the nectar that sustained me, except I remembered the three old cats, and all of a sudden I couldn’t go on. Ashamed, I left her there in Golden Gate Park to wake with the dawn and wonder if someone had slipped some acid in her drink.

Grimalkin wasn’t waiting at the garage door. After half a summer of the same routine, she wasn’t there. I tried to shrug off the disappointment. It had to happen sooner or later—either she would leave or I would. Maybe she was delayed by a mouse, I told myself, but not believing it. I hesitated over whether to block the crack under the door, but common sense won out and I grabbed for the dusty old coat. A day out won’t harm her, I thought, but a touch of sunlight would certainly harm me.

She was already curled on my bed.

“Grimalkin! Trickster!” I exclaimed. The joy of seeing her surprised me into laughter. Who would have thought? I made ready for bed hastily with a smile on my face.

When I woke in the evening, she was still in the same spot. “Wake up, lazybones,” I said over my shoulder, but her only response was a slight opening of her eyelids.

“What ails you, puss?” I asked, rolling over to stroke her. She trembled. “Ah, yes, I’m very cold,” I said, making it a joke. Then I noticed the slime around her mouth and found it was possible to be colder still.

I smelled a rankness in the air I hadn’t noticed in the morning. Before I identified the source, Grimalkin showed me. She wobbled to her feet, staggered a few steps, and vomited on my blanket. She collapsed again and lay there panting.

I panicked.

I, who had lived by my wits for centuries and could mesmerize or crush with my strength; I, who could fly with wings through the night, or drift like mist; I, who thought I was above the laws of nature, didn’t know what to do for a little sick cat.

I swept her into my arms and took to the streets. I had no money and didn’t know where to go. I would have to ask for help. Did these people who danced all night and had no job I knew of have doctors who healed for the sake of love? If anyone knew, it would be in Haight-Ashbury, the kaleidoscope heart of the alternate city.

I ran to a head shop on Haight, which I knew was open until midnight. Wrinkling my nose against the overwhelming stench of incense and patchouli oil, I pushed past the browsers around the comic book racks and the bulletin board, to the far end of a glass display case full of pipes, roach clips, and other drug paraphernalia. The girl at the counter was almost hidden by racks dripping with multicolored scarves and beads.

“Where do the sick go?” I asked her urgently.

She stared at me blankly for a moment, and I would have grabbed her if my arms had not been full.

“The free clinic, man.” I turned to see a young man with a bushy black beard, holding a flyer up for me to read the address.

“The doctors volunteer,” he said. “It’s for the street kids who don’t have money.”

I thanked him and hurried out.

“Stay cool!” I heard him call after me—advice or a meaningless salute, I don’t know.

The clinic was in the basement of a church. That stopped me cold. I stood there staring at the looming facade, a sinking feeling in my gut. I must have held my cat too tight. She squeaked in pain. That decided me. But as soon as I crossed the threshold I felt my insides crush together in fear.

A motley assortment of young people sat in the rows of ancient straight-backed wooden chairs, or lounged in the few tattered armchairs that sat on the cloudy linoleum floor.

“Dude’s got a cat,” a youth in a purple shirt said to no one in particular, and giggled irrelevantly.

A shivering boy with large black pupils was led past me by his friends. Too much LSD or mescaline, I guessed. “You’ll be safe here,” I heard one friend say. “They’ll give you something to bring you down.”

“They never call the police,” said the other.

The girl at the table looked over her square, pink-lensed glasses at me. “Whatcha here for?” she asked, pen hovering ready over a printed form.

I held out Grimalkin.

“Cat sick?” she asked, the space between her eyebrows creasing with concern.

I nodded, still unable to speak.

“Bummer,” she said. “I dunno, tho’. We don’t do pets.”

I folded Grimalkin back to my chest, and swallowed a scream. The weight of the crucifix somewhere over my head seemed to bear down on me and take away my thoughts. I didn’t know the question to ask next.

The girl did, however. “Jerry,” she called through a door to her right. “Where do we send people with cats?”

A tall young man in a white coat over jeans and T-shirt poked his head through the door. He looked me over and winced. “You sure it’s not you that needs the help?” he asked.

I shook my head.

He sighed and came over. “Hi, baby,” he said to Grimalkin, gently stroking her head. “It’s okay, it’s just Dr. Jerry. I’ve got two like you at home.”

Unlike so many, he then looked me in the eyes. I saw compassion there and, for a moment, it took the weight from my chest.

“Listen … uh … sorry, what’s your name?” he asked.

“Simon,” I answered before I could help it.

“Simon,” he repeated, and I felt a slight shock as someone spoke my true name to me for the first time in years. “I don’t know anything about sick animals. I don’t even know what the normal heart rate of a cat is, but I know a vet,” he said, “a friend. She lives near. I’ll call her. Maybe she’ll come over.”

I waited in that clammy basement, stroking my cat, overhearing words like clap, knocked up, bad trip, and pain. Someone cried loudly in another room for a while. Patients went in the back, emerged again, and left. Others came in from the street to take their places.

“You’ll be better, ’Malkin,” I whispered to my cat over and over. “You’ll be fine, little queen.” I warned away the talkative with venom in my eyes.

A black woman in a long print dress came through the front door. She wore bangles and short, sculpted hair like a fine, dark dandelion. She scanned the room, then approached me purposefully. Why me? I wanted to flee, but it was too important to stay.

“I’m Avis,” she said, sitting down beside me. “Jerry called me about your cat. Let me see.”

This was the vet, then. Reluctantly I let her take Grimalkin on her lap as the skin on my back twitched from the scrutiny of the bored and curious. The cat lay limply in a hammock of bright fabric as Avis prodded and probed. The vet lifted Grimalkin’s lips and studied her gums.

“I’m afraid you have a really sick kitty,” Avis finally said.

I know that, I thought angrily. I know that. But the words wouldn’t leave my lips.

The vet patted my knee as if she read my thoughts and understood. “Her kidneys are enlarged,” Avis continued. “And she’s in shock. My best guess is that she’s been poisoned.”

I rose to my feet faster than a mortal, ready to kill whoever would dare, and the vet cringed, surprise and fear on her face. “N-not on purpose,” she stammered. “Something she found. Like antifreeze. It’s sweet, cats like it, but it causes permanent damage.”

Antifreeze. I thought of the cans I’d moved to a corner of my den when I first took possession. It was possible. Why the hell hadn’t I thrown them away?

A tremor passed through Grimalkin’s body, and the cat let out a yowl, causing me to drop to my knees. Avis let me reclaim her. “I’m sorry. I think she’s dying of kidney failure,” the vet said gently as I buried my face in Grimalkin’s fur.

“There’s nothing you can do?” I asked, raising hopeless eyes, already knowing the answer.

Avis shook her head. “It’s best now to put her out of her pain. I can take care of it if you like—no charge.”

“No!” I cried. And I ran from there, ran all the way home.

Back in my den, I held Grimalkin in my arms. She was alternately stiff, then limp, racked by tremors.

I couldn’t save her, and I couldn’t turn her into one such as me, even if I wanted to; there was only one thing I could give her—peace.

I had calmed wild animals in my time—soothed them a little so I could feed—but I had never turned my full power to mesmerize upon a beast. I wasn’t even sure I could. But now was the time to try. I could lull her to sleep slowly and peacefully, lure her into gentle dreams and let her go to a place where I could never follow. Trapped in this world, I would never walk a long, white tunnel and find her waiting. I would live centuries more and never see her again. At least her blood would make her part of me. A mote of her would live in me awhile.

It hurt to unsheathe my fangs—it had never hurt before.

I held her close, and rocked her, and whispered love until I heard a tiny purr. “Brave girl,” I said. “Brave, brave, sweet girl.” Then I bent my head as if in prayer.

I didn’t mind the fur in my mouth, it was precious to me, but the first taste of blood nearly choked me. I carried on, anyway, and wove the spell. It didn’t take long. She relaxed against me, she kneaded my chest, for a moment her purr grew large, and then it was gone. The blood ceased to flow, and she was but a shell.

I hadn’t known that I could cry.

It was time to move on, I knew that now. I had to go far from this place that had seduced me. If not for a little cat, I would have become the demon I had fought so long not to be. But she had ruined me. No matter where I went, I would yearn for love now I remembered what it was, and where would anyone such as I find love again?





THE SILVER KISS
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Zoë

The house was empty. Zoë knew as soon as she walked through the front door. Only a clock ticking in the kitchen challenged the silence.

Fear uncurled within her. Mommy, she thought like a child. Is it the hospital again—or worse? She dropped her schoolbag in the hall, forgetting the open door, and walked slowly into the kitchen, afraid of what message might await her. There was a note on the refrigerator:


Gone to the hospital. Don’t worry.
Make your dinner. Be back when I can.
Love, Dad.
P.S. Don’t wait up.



She crumpled the note and flung it at the trash can. It missed. She snorted in disgust. It seemed that lately all her conversations with her father had been carried on with a banana refrigerator magnet as intermediary. The banana speaks, she thought. It defended the refrigerator, stopped her from opening the door. She couldn’t eat.

Zoë the Bird they called her at school. She had always been thin, but now her bones seemed hollow. Her wrists and joints were bruised with shadows. She was almost as thin as her mother, wasting away with cancer in the hospital. A sympathy death perhaps, she wondered half seriously. She had always been compared to her mother. She had the same gray eyes, long black hair with a slight curl, and deceptively pale skin that tanned quickly at the slightest encouragement. Wouldn’t it be ironic if she died, too, fading out suddenly when her look-alike went?

Zoë drifted from the kitchen, not sure what to do. How could she wash dishes or wipe counters when God knows what was happening with her mother at the hospital? She shrugged off her coat, leaving it on a chair. Dad kept on saying everything would be all right, but what if something happened and she wasn’t even there, all because he couldn’t admit to her that Mom might be dying?

She tugged at her sweater, twisted a lock of hair; her hands couldn’t keep still. I should be used to this by now, she thought. It had been going on for over a year: the long stays in the hospital, short stays home, weeks of hope, then sudden relapses, and the cures that made her mother sicker than the pain. But it would be a sin to be used to something like that, she thought. Unnatural. You can’t let yourself get used to it, because that’s like giving in.

She paused in the dining room. It was sparsely furnished with a long antique trestle table and chairs that almost all matched, but the walls were a fanfare to her mother’s life. They gave a home to the large, bright, splashy oils that Anne Sutcliff painted; pictures charged with bold emotions, full of laughing people who leapt and swirled and sang. Like Mom, Zoë thought—like Mom used to. And that’s where they differed, for Zoë wrote quiet poetry suffused with twilight and questions. It’s not even good poetry, she thought. I don’t have talent, it’s her. I should be the one ill; she has so much to offer, so much life. “You’re a dark one,” her mother said sometimes with amused wonder. “You’re a mystery.”

I want to be like them, she thought almost pleadingly as she stroked the crimson paint to feel the brush strokes, hoping maybe to absorb its warmth.

The living room was cool and shadowed. The glints of sunlight on the roof she could see through the window resembled light playing on the surface of water, and the room’s aqua colors hinted at undersea worlds. Perhaps she’d find peace here. She sank into the couch.

Just enjoy the room, she told herself; the room that has always been here, and always will; the room that hasn’t changed. I am five, she pretended. Mom is in the kitchen making an early dinner. They are going out tonight to a party, and Sarah is coming over to baby-sit. I’ll go and play with my dollhouse soon.

But it wouldn’t last, so she opened her eyes and stretched. Her fingers touched the sleek cheapness of newsprint. The morning paper was still spread on the couch. She glanced at it with little interest, but the headline glared: MOTHER OF Two FOUND DEAD. Her stomach lurched. Everyone’s mother found dead, she thought bitterly. Why not everyone’s? But she couldn’t help reading the next few lines. Throat slashed, the article said, drained dry of blood.

“That’s absurd,” she said aloud. Her fingers tightened in disgust, crumpling the page. “What is this—the National Enquirer?” She tossed the paper away, wrenched herself to her feet, and headed for her room.

But the phone rang before she reached the stairs. She flinched but darted for the hall extension and picked it up. It was a familiar voice, but not her father’s.

“Zoë, it’s horrible.” Lorraine, her best friend, wailed across the phone lines with typical drama. It should have been comforting.

“What’s horrible?” Zoë gasped with pounding heart. Had the hospital phoned Lorraine’s house because she wasn’t home?

“We’re moving.”

“What?” A moment’s confusion.

“Dad got that job in Oregon.”

“Oregon? My God, Lorraine. Venus.”

“Almost.”

Zoë sat down in the straight-backed chair beside the phone table. It wasn’t her father. It wasn’t death calling, but … “When?” she asked.

“Two weeks.”

“So soon?” Zoë wrapped and unwrapped the phone cord around her fist. This isn’t happening, she thought.

“They want him right away. He’s flying out tonight. Can you believe it? He’s going to look for a house when he gets there. I got home and Diane was calling up moving companies.”

“But you said he wasn’t serious.”

“Shows how much he tells me, doesn’t it? Diane knew.”

Zoë grasped for something to say. Couldn’t something stop this? “Isn’t she freaked at the rush?”

“Oh, she thinks it’s great. It’s a place nuclear fallout will miss, and she can grow lots of zucchini.”

“What about your mom?”

“She wouldn’t care if he moved to Australia. But she’s pretty pissed that he’s taking me.”

“Can’t you stay with her?” Please, please, Zoë begged silently.

“Oh, you know. That’s a lost battle. Cramp her style.”

“Lorraine! She’s not that bad.”

“She moved out, didn’t she?”

No use fighting that argument again, Zoë thought. “Oregon.” She sighed.

Lorraine groaned. “Yeah! This is hideous. It’s the wilderness or something. I’m not ready for the great trek. I could stay with you,” she added hopefully.

“I’ll ask,” Zoë said, although there wasn’t a chance. They both knew that was impossible right now.

“Nah!”

What will I do? Zoë thought. “You can visit.” It seemed a pathetic suggestion.

“Big deal!”

“Yeah.”

“Can you come over?” Lorraine asked.

“No. I better stay here for now.”

“Uh-oh! Something wrong?”

“She’s in the hospital again.”

“Oh, hell.”

This is where Lorraine shuts down, Zoë thought. Why can’t she talk to me about it? Why does she have to back off every time? She’s my best friend, damn it, not like those nerds at school who are too embarrassed even to look at me anymore. She searched for what she wanted to say. Something to keep Lorraine on the line.

There was silence.

“Listen,” said Lorraine, “you don’t really feel like talking now. Call me later when you’ve heard. Okay?”

No, it’s you who doesn’t want to talk, Zoë thought, but she found herself saying, “Uh-huh.”

“Okay. We’ll talk then.” But she didn’t hang up. “Hey, listen, Zoë, I love you and all that mush. Like sisters, you know.” It tumbled out fast to cover the unaccustomed shyness. “Call me.”

“Sure.” Zoë smiled wryly. They wouldn’t talk about it.

“Bye.”

“Bye, Zo. Hold tight,” Lorraine whispered before she hung up.

She does care, Zoë reassured herself. She just doesn’t know how to deal with it. Who does? But Zoë was angry anyway. They could always talk before. Usually Lorraine’s choice of topic, but they could talk. And now, Lorraine leaving. Was the world coming to an end? They’d been friends forever. What’s wrong with the way things were? Why did you have to go and change every damn thing? she felt like yelling at a God she wasn’t even sure existed. Am I being punished? What did I do?

It all made her so very tired. I’m ready to take a nap, she decided. She went upstairs. Sleeping had taken the place of eating lately. She lay down on top of the spread and escaped for a while.

She awoke with a jolt. She grappled with the fleeting blur of dreams and recognized sounds that might have been the front door slamming, or the thud of her own room’s door. She got up stiff and unrested and made her way downstairs. Rattling and crackling came from the kitchen. She entered to find her father making himself a bowl of cereal. White-faced, he looked at her, dark circles etched beneath his eyes.

“Dammit, Zoë, the front door was open.”

“Sorry, Dad. I must have forgotten. No one was here. It scared me. I went to find a note.” Her fingers picked nervously at the seam of her jeans. How could she have forgotten the door?

“You can’t just leave doors open, Zoë. For crying out loud, look at the newspapers.”

Newspapers? she thought. Was he talking about that article? Why bring that up? Why was he picking on her? He didn’t care. “I was here.”

“I know. I saw your bag. I checked your room.” His voice softened. “Sleeping again, Zo? Don’t you sleep at night?”

She didn’t answer. If he was home any amount of time, he would know.

The sight of his cereal made her hungry at last. She looked in the refrigerator. A tuna casserole her mother’s friend Carol had brought over three days ago sat there, browning around the edges. Carol was a warm, generous person, but she was not a cook. Zoë shut the casserole safely away and sat down with her father. She served herself some cereal too. She thought she could handle cereal.

Her father was staring at her. She suddenly felt sorry for being a bitch. He looked sad. It wasn’t his fault he had to spend so much time at the hospital, so much time making up work, so he could pay for a private room. Maybe if all his side of the family weren’t off in California it would be easier on him. He should let me help more, she thought. But she could hear exactly what he would say. You can help by not worrying your mother.

“How’s Mom?” She hardly dared ask.

“Not too good this time, love. She’s still trying to be a good soldier, but it’s wearing thin.”

“Is she staying?” Please say no, Zoë thought.

“Yes, a few weeks. Maybe more.”

Zoë saw the pinched look on his face, and the tears behind his eyes. Maybe forever, she thought. Yes, it’s forever this time, but he can’t tell me.

They both ate silently and mechanically. There was no enjoyment, just the surrender to physical need. Her dad had turned back into Harry Sutcliff, the man whose wife was dying, the man who had forgotten he had a daughter.

Several times she took a breath to speak, but the words died in her throat. “Dad?” she finally said hesitantly.

“Hmm?” His gaze was distant.

“Dad. About Lorraine.”

“What? Had a fight?” he answered vaguely.

This isn’t grade school, she wanted to yell, but she said quietly, carefully, “She’s moving.” Suddenly she was almost crying. All it would take would be his arms around her, and she wanted that badly.

“Hey, that’s exciting,” he said, missing the point. He slurped his milk absently.

The tears stayed backed up tight. A lump hurt her throat, and she wanted to scream it out. Where was the old Dad who might have said, “Well, tell her to stand still.” He would have laughed at his own joke, then turned serious to hear her out and comfort her. He didn’t always understand like her mother did, but he tried. I guess he’s in there somewhere, she thought. She didn’t try to tell him again. His world was too shattered for her to add her own cracked pieces to the pile.

Mom would know what to say, Zoë thought. Even now, she would. If only they wouldn’t cut my visits so short. It seemed like she’d no sooner remembered what she wanted to say than they were hustling her out the door again. No one listened to her.

“I’m going out for a walk,” she said abruptly. She had to walk or she’d scream for sure. She got her denim jacket from the hall closet. “Bye!”

“Don’t be too long,” her father called.

Doesn’t he realize what time it is? she asked herself as she walked up the street. Almost ten. What happened to worrying about “the newspapers”?

The night was crisp and sweet like apples. A gibbous moon hung plump and bright. She headed for the small local park. It was a plot of land on a street corner, scattered with trees and holding a thick maze of bushes near the center. There were a few swings, a slide, a seesaw, and three battered animals on springs that bobbed you back and forth drunkenly, until your backside grew too sore to sit on them.

Zoë loved to come late and wander alone after even the wild children had been dragged home. She dreaded the advent of the bright lights the safety-conscious community wanted to install. She liked it as it was now, with the few lights making golden pools in the mysterious darkness.

She settled on her favorite of the three heavily etched benches. It faced the gazebo not far away, at the very center of the park. The pretty little domed building had always fascinated her. It had sets of steps all around like a carousel, and its open gingerbread sides were barely walls. It was always kept freshly painted summer-white and reminded her of a tiny palace from an Indian fairy tale. She had heard that bands used to play there once, on Sunday afternoons; now children sheltered there when it rained. Take me into your story, she thought.

Moonlight lit the gazebo, tracing it with silver, but a shadow crept inside, independent of natural shades. She tensed. Her hands gripped the edge of the bench. She leaned forward to decipher its meaning, peering into the mottled dark. She saw someone within.

A figure detached from the shadows. Her mouth dried. Mother of two found dead, she thought. It moved toward her, stepped into the moonlight on the side closest to her, and briefly she thought to run. Then she saw his face.

He was young, more boy than man, slight and pale, made elfin by the moon. He noticed her and froze like a deer before the gun. They were trapped in each other’s gaze. His eyes were dark, full of wilderness and stars. But his face was ashen. Almost as pale as his silver hair.

With a sudden ache she realized he was beautiful. The tears that prickled her eyes broke his bonds, and he fled, while she sat and cried for all things lost.


[image: ]2[image: ]

Simon

Simon wiped the rat’s blood from around his mouth. It was not as satisfying as human blood, but it would do. There had been no food at the park, except the girl, of course. She had surprised him. He didn’t like surprises. But now he remembered the way she had held him with her eyes, and the slight taste of fear on the night air. He regretted having left so fast.

He had crouched in this alley behind a row of shops for twenty minutes now, catching and drinking, catching and drinking. They were hiding now, the rats. They knew something was up. Big cat, he thought, and smiled a thin, glittering smile.

Time to move on. He stood and stretched, lean-muscled arms reaching skyward. He wore only a T-shirt despite the cool fall night. It was black like his jeans, like the high-top Chucks trimmed with white. He was fond of black. Shadows, he thought. Night. It satisfied him to wear black, yet his laces were red. “Blood,” he had whispered that evening at the thrift store, when his fingers would not leave them alone in the bin. They tangled around his nervous hand until he had to fling them from him or buy them. He handed a dime from the gutter over to the woman with the suspicious frown and fled to this same alley to put them on.

Where would he go from here? The park? Maybe that girl had left by now. But maybe not. I should go anyway, he thought, and smiled again, the same glittering smile. She was beautiful, dark like the night, but thin, as if one of his brethren had already claimed her. A frown changed his features suddenly, then disappeared as quickly. No. She did not have the smell of that upon her. There was something voluptuous about her, though, that reminded him of death. Big breasts, too, he thought, and chuckled at his peculiarly human preference.

But she had startled him. He had found that park two weeks ago, and no one came at that time of night. He had let his guard slip. That was dangerous, foolish. No, he would not go to the park, he decided. It would keep. She had sat there with a familiarity that suggested habit. He would see her again. He would go to that house instead. He had only a few blocks to walk from here. He would see what that boy was up to.

Simon left the alley cautiously. It was not good to be seen at the same place often. It was an excellent hunting place; he did not want to lose it. He walked the pavement with shoulders hunched, hands in jeans pockets, as if against the cold. Who knew who was watching? He would have to get a coat. The street he traveled intersected the alley that ran behind the houses on Chestnut Street. He made a right. Five houses along he stopped at the end of a long backyard.

There were no lights on at the back of the house. The yard was mottled with moonlight. Simon flowed from shadow to shadow, between trees and bushes, as if a shadow himself. He might have been a cloud in front of the moon. He reached the rough brick of the house and crept to the oak tree at the corner. With the ease of a cat he scaled the tree and flowed up to a perch on a sturdy limb. He barely rattled the brittle autumn leaves that still clung tenaciously to their twigs.

He could see into a bedroom. It was an anonymous room. The walls were bare, nothing there to suggest the personality of the occupant. But there was an occupant, a small huddle on the bed. A boy of about six or seven curled with a book, reading by moonlight with a teddy bear close beside him. You’ll ruin your eyesight, boy, Simon thought, and grinned wickedly. It was a thicker book than you would expect a six-year-old to be reading, and Simon itched to see the title. Occasionally, the boy would suppress a laugh and shake his head, whisking his delicate white hair through the moonlight.

Then the door opened. Gold stole silver as the hall light shone into the room. A young woman stood in the doorway, smiling as she caught the last flurry of the book being concealed under the covers.

“Christopher,” she said softly, “it’s a little late to be playing. It’s nearly midnight. Settle down, dear. Get some sleep.”

“Uh-huh,” the boy answered, and snuggled into his pillow. She blew him a kiss and left, closing the door.

Simon saw the boy lying there with his eyes open, staring into the night, still defying sleep, still smiling. There was a growl in the back of Simon’s throat he could barely contain. It almost choked him. He climbed down the tree before it burst from his mouth. It was not the right time or place.

Below, there was a clatter in the kitchen. Dishes were being put into the dishwasher, and two sleepy voices were talking. He listened close to the window.

“… should have settled in by now,” came a man’s voice.

“But it’s hard for a young child,” the woman answered, “adjusting to a new home.” “It’s been a month.”

“Yes, but after a year in that home, and God knows what before?”

“Yeah, guess you’re right.”

“He’s a sweet boy.”

“A bit quiet.”

“Oh, he’ll be a brain. You’ll see.”

The man laughed. “Got it all planned out, have you?”

“Sure. Nobel prize.”

He laughed again. “Come on. Let’s go to bed.” The light went out.

“It’ll work out, you’ll see,” said the woman. “You can’t expect perfect when you adopt an older child.”

“Yeah. It’s a pity about that delicate skin as well. Too damn sensitive. Maybe if we …” His voice faded into the center of the house.

Simon sat in the bushes for a long while. He breathed the night, made plans, and abandoned them. No one in the house stirred. Dreams shimmered in the windows; all except one window, where dark hunger beckoned.

Finally, Simon heard the first predawn bird cry, and he rose to his feet in a single supple motion. His body made no protest at the breaking of the vigil. It was as if it were only seconds ago he had crouched there to watch. Silently, he left the yard by the way he had come and, accompanied by awakening birds, made his way back to what was home this week—an abandoned elementary school on Jennifer Street.

He pulled aside a board and slid through a smashed window into the principal’s office. The room, begrimed with dust and cobwebs, had once been a synonym for hell to sixth graders, but now all that was left was an old file cabinet with only one drawer working and a desk with rusted seams. There was no chair. Built-in shelves lined the room, and the wooden floor had once been handsome. A battered suitcase sat on one of the shelves.

With the board back in place the room was dark. The dawn found its way through the planks here and there, needle-thin rays spotlighting dancing dust motes, but they barely penetrated the dark. This did not bother Simon. He did not need much light to see. He took down the suitcase, put it on the desk, and opened it. Inside was a small painting in a gilt frame. It was a family group: a man, a woman with a baby in her arms, and a small child. The varnish was cracked and old. Beneath the painting was soil, dark dry soil almost as flyaway as the dust of the room. Simon ran his fingers through it and sighed. This was his sleep; the soil of his homeland. The earth he would have rested in for eternity, if he had truly died, still had the power to bestow a little of that peace. It was a taste of that death, perhaps. It restored him. Without it he would waste away to nothing and become a shriveled thing, unable to move, unable to feed, but still unable to die. An undead hell.

He raised the painting to his lips and kissed it softly, then replaced it in the suitcase, closed the case, and flicked the catches shut. He needed rest but not the comalike trance that sometimes took him. He could always tell when that was coming. It took a big feed; a human feed. Now he just needed a dormant period to recharge, so to speak. He lifted the suitcase off the large desk and slid it into the cubbyhole beneath. He crawled in after it. He curled, encircling the case, and wrapped his arms around it, clutching it as if it were treasure.

He lay there, eyes open, staring beyond the room, beyond the school. Before he leapt into the dream, he thought of the girl again briefly. “Beautiful,” he whispered. “Pale as the milk of death, thin and sharp like pain.” And he drifted out to the stars.
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Zoë

Zoë left the library early. It was no use sitting there doing nothing. She had stared at the wall, out the window, and at the clock; anything but write. Her fresh notebook page had become a mass of scribbled-out false starts. At this rate she would have nothing to show Mrs. Muir tomorrow in their critique session.

I want to write something beautiful about my mother, she thought. But it had all come out so trite, and she knew it. She wanted to write something important that spat in death’s teeth. The trouble was, she didn’t want Mrs. Muir to know about her mother. She didn’t want her to say, “Poor thing,” or something awful about God’s will like that idiot woman next door, so what she ended up with was something less than honest, and dishonest poetry didn’t work. But I can’t write about anything else if I can’t write about Mom, Zoë thought. She’s the most important thing. God! I’m really blowing school. It was as close to being a perfect class as she could imagine, this independent-study business, yet if she continued like this it would be a waste of the quarter. I can’t start screwing up in school, she thought. Mom has enough worries.

“Damn!” she muttered as she fumbled with her locker. It always stuck. She felt like kicking the stupid thing. Yet she just stood there glaring at it.

“It won’t melt, no matter how long you stare at it,” came a voice at her side.

“Lorraine! You snuck up quietly.”

“You’ve got to sneak about when you cut as many classes as I do.”

“Again?”

“Well, what’s the use? I’m moving, aren’t I? Right in the middle of the semester. And I’ll start somewhere else right in the middle of their semester. I might as well give it up until after Christmas. Anyhow, it was worth it to see you use your X-ray vision.”

Zoë smiled, yet was sad as she watched Lorraine work magic on the locker door. Who would make her laugh when Lorraine left? Who else would blithely ignore her requests for peace and quiet and drag her to a party anyway?

“Come to the bathroom with me,” Lorraine said as Zoë stashed her books and got out her lunch. “It’s between shifts, so we might even be able to breathe in there.” They headed for the bathroom nearest the cafeteria. “I’m sorry about last night,” Lorraine said as she barreled through the swinging doors of the bathroom.

“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” said Zoë behind her, surprised. Could she dare hope that Lorraine was ready to talk? They stood in front of the mirrors, and Lorraine pulled out a comb and tried to arrange her impossible auburn curls. “You’d think they’d replace these damn mirrors,” she said angrily. “They’re all cracked.” Then she stopped the pretense of combing and turned to face Zoë, who saw her friend’s face change suddenly. Uh-oh, Zoë thought.

“Zoë, I don’t want to move,” Lorraine barely got out before she started to cry fierce tears. “I won’t have any friends. I’ll have to start all over.” Zoë’s hopes plunged. She’d thought they were going to talk about her. It almost made her cry, too, but she held Lorraine, rubbed her back, and uttered an occasional “There, there.” Inside, she was lost. How can I help you, she thought, when I can’t even help myself? It was disturbing. Lorraine was the strong one. She didn’t do this. The world was topsy-turvy again.

“I’m sorry,” gasped Lorraine after a while. “I’ve no right to feel this way. I’m only moving. But you …” She sobbed again.

She can’t say it, Zoë thought. We both know what she means, and she can’t say it. It isn’t your pity I want, she thought, and almost pushed her friend away, but stopped herself. Lorraine really did care. It wasn’t her fault that people didn’t know how to talk about death. Not Dad, not the neighbors, not Mom’s friends. Death’s partner was silence. Tenderness for her friend overwhelmed her dismay. “You nerd. You know you can always tell me how you feel. Usually nothing, including me, can stop you.”

“But I feel so selfish.”

You always are anyway, Zoë realized, but never on purpose. It was just the way Lorraine was. Zoë could almost take comfort in the familiarity of it. She gently shook her friend. “What will I do without you?”

That brought on more tears. “I’ll miss you so much, Zoë.”

They stood for a while, holding each other. It was rare that Lorraine let herself be fragile. After her mother left she was too afraid of breaking for good. At least that was what Zoë had guessed from watching her. We’ll have another thing in common now, Zoë thought, but at least you’ll be able to visit your mother. There was bitterness in this thought. She stroked Lorraine’s hair in an attempt to atone. This was a moment when she could slip gently past Lorraine’s guard. I’m afraid, too, she prepared to say. I’m afraid my mother will die, and my father will grieve forever, and I’ll always be alone, because you’re going too.

But there was a bell ringing somewhere, and second-period lunch was signaled. Damn, damn, damn, Zoë thought.

The door burst open, and a group of girls crowded in, already distributing cigarettes. Lorraine pushed Zoë away and hastily splashed water on her face. A blonde with garish makeup stood staring at them with her lit cigarette in a carefully poised hand.

“You guys queer or somethin’?” she asked jeeringly.

“Piss off, Morgan,” said Lorraine, putting her arm around Zoë protectively. “You know, you could break your wrist holding a cigarette like that,” and Zoë found herself being swept out of the bathroom. Things were back to normal.

In the cafeteria they sat at their usual table near the back door. “I’m going to get a death-burger,” Lorraine said after checking her purse, and jumped up. “Hold the fort.”

Zoë smiled with wry affection at Lorraine’s tactlessness.

Just after Lorraine left, two girls Zoë recognized from physics class sat down at the other end of the table. They unwrapped sandwiches and chattered away between bites. Zoë felt a little guilty about listening, but it seemed imposssible not to, especially when they sat so near. She chased an idea for a poem around her head, something about a silver boy in the moonlight, but finally the word murder caught her attention and held it.

“She was Sheila’s cousin,” the dark one said dramatically as she leaned across the table.

“Really!”

“Yes, they found her with her throat slashed.”

The tall one shuddered. “God, it’s like Jack the Ripper or something.”

“Ugh!” they agreed in unison.

Lorraine returned with her lunch, and the other conversation faded into the background. “Have you been reading the paper lately?” Zoë asked Lorraine.

“Not really. Who’s got time? Why?”

Zoë glanced at the girls at the end of the table, still engrossed in the details of murder. “Oh, there was something in the news. I saw a headline, but I didn’t read about it. I thought you might know.”

“Not me. They call me—Miss Oblivious,” Lorraine camped in her Saturday-morning-cartoon voice.

Zoë laughed to cover her irritation. It was too true. “Never mind.”

After school her father was outside to pick her up. “Hop in. We’re going to the hospital,” he said, but that was about all he said on the way. He concentrated on driving with the intensity of the newly licensed, as if one thing could block out all others. Zoë watched him carefully, waiting for news, but in vain. She wanted to say something, anything, to break the silence but couldn’t think of an opening remark. Then they were there.

People always talked about hating the smell of hospitals. As they went up in the elevator, Zoë thought this one smelled rather pleasant, like evergreen or something. It was irritating that there should be anything to like. She worried a piece of paper in her coat pocket to shreds.

At the door she hesitated, afraid to go in. What does Mom look like this time? she wondered. Her father opened the door for her and she had to step inside. Zoë’s throat seemed to close up when she saw her mother, a fragile stick-figure in the bed, with arms more bruised than ever from the needles and tubes.

“Mom?” she said in a slightly cracked voice.

Eyelashes fluttered, and her mother opened her eyes. She smiled weakly and her skin, dry as old parchment, crinkled with the effort. “Zoë,” she whispered back in a voice just as cracked. “Darling.” The bed whined as she moved it to a sitting position.

Zoë’s gaze flicked around the room. She was repelled once more by the institutional-green walls, barely relieved by a drab forest scene, and a calendar that marked off the days for the record keepers. Her mother’s name was in a slot above the bed, so each impersonal shift would know who she was. The medicine cabinet, cupboards, drawers, and counter were all painted white, and as easy to clean of stains as the pale tile floor. An unused television was tilted toward the window.

Her father nudged her forward. She started to sit, then wasn’t sure. She glanced at him and he nodded, so she lowered herself into the chair at the bedside. Her father fussed around his wife, fluffing her pillow, straightening her sheets—all smiles, all teases. Where was the silent man who had driven here? Zoë wondered. When he was satisfied the patient was comfortable, he flopped into a chair on the other side of the room, giving them space to talk. He seemed to deflate when out of her mother’s line of sight. He slouched, his hands dug deep into his tweed pockets, and glanced at Zoë with worried, unspoken questions. Zoë wished he’d ask them.

“A great view of the parking lot you’ve got,” she said.

“I’m glad you like it.” Zoë was shocked at how faint her mother’s voice was despite the ironic tone.

Zoë reached for her hand and noticed a tightness around her eyes that she knew meant pain, as did the way her mother’s other hand twisted a grasping of sheet. Zoë wanted to reach out and stop it. It hurt her to watch.

“Are you eating?” her mother asked.

“Are you?” Zoë shot back, glancing at the barely touched meal still sitting on the bedside tray.

“Touché.”

“Come home soon, Mom. I miss you.”

Zoë felt her hand squeezed gently. “I’ll try, darling. I’ll try.”

Zoë’s eyes filled with tears. Please don’t cry, she begged herself. Don’t upset her. “Guess what,” she said, grabbing for anything. “The rose by the gate still has a bloom on it.”

Her mother smiled. “Silly old thing. It doesn’t seem decent at this time of year, does it?”

They were silent for a while. Zoë hated the way hospitals sucked everything you wanted to say right out of your head. It’s bad enough that they leave the door open so the nurses can come and go, she thought, but then Dad sits there like some kind of guardian.

“I just needed to see you,” her mother finally said.

“Okay.”

“You need to eat more, sweetheart. Wear some makeup.”

Zoë laughed gently, and sniffed. “I remember when you would have taken a washcloth to me for wearing makeup, and now you’re telling me to wear it. Do I look that bad?”

“Heavens, no. But you’re old enough. You should get your hair cut in one of those new styles.”

Zoë stroked a baby-fine tuft of her mother’s newly grown hair. “Like you, huh?”

“Well, my punk look wasn’t exactly intentional.” She smiled. “And it looks a little pretentious on an old lady like me.”

“But you’re not old,” Zoé said, her voice wavering.

“I’m thirsty,” her mother said, still deft at diverting disaster. “Pour me a glass of water, please.”

As Zoé reached for the pitcher, a nurse poked her head around the door. She nodded at Mr. Sutcliff, who then stepped forward. “That’s enough for now,” he said, holding Zoë’s shoulders firmly, kissing the top of her head.

“Harry, no!” his wife protested, struggling to sit up in bed.

“You know what the doctor said,” he answered, unyielding.

I’m being squeezed out again, Zoë thought bitterly, but she leaned and kissed the cheek offered to her.

“They totally ignore what I want around here,” her mother said, as if apologizing.

Outside the room her father tried to give Zoë cab fare, and some extra for dinner. She wanted to ignore it, but he closed her hand firmly around the bills with his large dry grip.

“What did the doctor say?” she asked point-blank.

His gaze shifted this way and that, as if he was afraid to look at her. “He says your visits tire your mother out. He doesn’t want you visiting so much or for so long.”

“Dad!” It came out as a howl.

“I’m sorry. The nurses have been alerted. Zay haf zer orders,” he joked feebly.

“Don’t you have any say?” she asked.

He finally looked her in the eyes. “Zoë, I think seeing you does your mother good, but he’s the doctor. Let’s try it his way for a while. I want what’s best for her.”

“So you’re on his side—”

He cut off her protest with a gentle finger to her lips. “Get some pizza. Invite Lorraine over to keep you company,” he said. “I’ll stay for a bit longer.” He stroked her cheek and left her in the hall.

What if I screamed and cried and made a fuss? she thought. What if I had a tantrum and begged them not to send me away? But she couldn’t do that to them. She bit her lip and turned away.

Outside, she found one of the cabs that always lingered there. She rode home, worrying about how much to tip, so she wouldn’t have to think about her mother, or another empty evening.

She paid the cabdriver in front of her house, but when she got to the front door, she couldn’t bring herself to fumble the key into the lock. She shoved it back into her jacket pocket. I can’t face that silence right now, she thought. It’s suffocating.

She went to the park and watched the children play until they were called away to dinner. It was company of sorts, yet undemanding. A few stragglers came back to defy the dusk curfew on the playground, but as the shadows became deeper, and the lights came on, even they were called back to warm beds in houses full of parents, brothers, sisters, and blaring TV sets.

I wish I had a brother or sister, she thought. Someone to take charge. I don’t want to have to be responsible. I hate doing laundry. I hate having to remind Dad the phone bill’s due. Mom always looked after us. The old anger rose. She thumped her knee gently with her fist as if to subdue it. She thought she’d gotten over that. It’s not her fault, Zoë told herself. It’s stupid to think that. She’s not going away on purpose. But Dad’s going to be a vegetable. Who’s going to look after me?

A cold breeze swept through the park, and clouds blew across the early moon. Zoë pulled her denim jacket closer around her. It was time to get the heavier coats out from the storage closet upstairs. She shivered suddenly, as if ice trickled down her spine.

“It’s a beautiful night,” came a soft voice beside her.

She turned swiftly, heart pounding. A young man sat there. The lamplight outlined him against the dark bushes behind like a ring of frost around the moon. He smiled at her as a cat smiles, with secret humor. “You scared me,” she whispered fiercely. Who was this person invading her bench?

“I’m sorry,” he said, but he didn’t look it.

She recognized him then, from last night. As if he saw this he said, “We’re even now. You scared me.”

“Why should you be scared?” she demanded. “It’s you creeping up on people.”

“Why should you be?” he asked.

Zoë bristled defensively. “I don’t like evasive conversation.”

“Do you like any conversation?”

“No. I want to be alone.”

“I think you are alone.” He reached for her hand. She snatched it away and stood up. How dare he be right, then take advantage of it? He seemed surprised for a second, but then his smile deepened, and a dreamy look was on his face. “Please stay,” he said in tones soft as a lullaby. His eyes were huge, dark, and gentle. She hesitated for a moment. He seemed so understanding. Surely she could talk to him. Then her anger surfaced again. The manipulative jerk, she thought.

“I don’t know what you’re after,” she said, “but you can look for it somewhere else.” She turned and walked firmly away.

“It strikes me,” he called after her in a voice now with an edge to it, “that girls who sit alone in parks at night are the ones after something.”

She was so furious, she could have screamed. She almost turned, but no, she thought, that’s what he wants. She walked on. Her anger carried her home before she knew it. Strangely, it had made her hungry. She ate better than she had in weeks.

She hesitated once between mouthfuls with a feeling of dread. Was he weird? Would he have hurt her? No. He looked like an angel in a Renaissance painting. Could beauty hurt?
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Simon

Simon watched the girl walk away, a cloud of anger around her. He was bemused. She had not responded correctly. He had started to moon-weave, and she had broken it. She had snapped it with anger. He was interested. He followed her.

He slipped gradually into a half state, nearer mist than form. It was easy—like dreaming, really—just let go of body and drift. His consciousness held molecules together with tendrils of thought. He blended with the shadows and became the air. She would never see. He flowed beneath trees, slid along walls, cut corners through dying autumn flowers. He always kept her in sight. She walked fast, shimmering the crisp air with her breath.

They usually came to him when his eyes softened with the moon, when he crushed his voice like velvet. They let him caress them. They tipped their heads back and drowned in the stars, while he stroked exposed throat and wallowed in conquest. Sometimes he let them go and allowed them to think it a dream. He left before they broke the spell of his eyes, to sit blinking and head-shaking in cold predawn wind. Sometimes the dark hunger awoke too strong to hold. He clenched them tight, sank fangs deep into yielding neck, and fed on the thick, hot soup of their life. He was lost in the throbbing ecstasy song of blood pumping, life spurting, until blood, horror, and life ebbed, and he abandoned the limp remnants to seek dark sleep.

He stood at the wooden gate, watching the girl enter a forest-green door with diamond windows. He trembled with desire. Lights came on in the house. He circled it, peering in windows—a peeping Tom, ecstasy denied. He inhaled details from the golden warmth he could never have: an Oriental carpet, an antique armoire, cream kitchen tiles, and a painting of bright, crazed, laughing girls. His eyes narrowed. The girls in the painting looked right at him. Just a painting, he chided, but he felt mocked, and an anger rumbled deep in his throat. The lights downstairs dimmed. A light came on above. She goes to sleep, he thought, and begrudged her rest when he had none.

He paced her garden with slinking gait, examining basement windows and garage doors. He could not enter unless invited, but he liked to know the ways in, and out, if needed. The animal was close to the surface tonight. It reminded him of when he first changed, when he roamed the woods like a beast for what seemed an eternity, mindless from shock. Threads of memory clung to him, though most was a blur. Images sparked bright at times; pictures frozen in the muted green light of the forest—savaged corpses of animals, or a gamekeeper crumpled and drained amid the fallen leaves, his head barely attached to his neck. Simon could not ever control it then, and his attack was fierce, made vicious by his own fear. It took a long time to regain the capacity to think. It took longer to leave the forest. But the forest had never left him. Tonight it echoed in him like owl cries, and pine needles rustling.

He marked his territory like a wolf, and urinated on the back-door steps. It helped a little. I know where you live, he thought.

He walked then. He walked long and far, beating the anger beneath his feet. The quiet, dream-laden suburbs gave way to the street life of the urban fringe. Here the streets pulsed with light from corner bars and pizza palaces, late-night video-game arcades, and record stores that seemed to never close. The hot boys stood on street corners, whispering promises of romance to girls in leather skirts who knew that they were lies. Groups of lonely people huddled together against the dark. He felt a kinship here. He was as separate as they amid the crowd. No one saw him. He was too much like the undernourished, ill-clad street waifs of this jangling street to catch an eye. A group of boys ran laughing down the sidewalk, one waving a shirt above his head, bare-chest drunk. Girls paraded bargain-store fashions, their bleached hair and bedroom eyes hiding the fear that they weren’t good enough. Soon the cold would force them inside, so they clutched at lost summer.

Simon drifted off the main road to the darker streets. He hummed pitch perfect a song he had gathered along the way. It was one of the angry songs he enjoyed. He beat out its driving rhythm on his thigh as he walked. Occasionally he’d sing a phrase, when he remembered the words.

He paced the uneven pavement in front of row houses with peeling paint but well-scrubbed steps. Through one uncurtained window at a corner house he saw a woman on a man’s lap in a shabby chair. They were laughing at a game show on TV. He could have stood there unnoticed for an hour. Suddenly he wanted to smash the window and scream, “Look at me!” He wanted to be noticed. He wanted people to see him. It was dangerous, this want. It was mad. But sometimes he was afraid that he didn’t exist. Now and again someone recognized what he was. They had to die. If they didn’t, well … It was foolish not to think of protecting himself. There was no one who knew him, no one to say his name.

He turned a corner and startled a dog. They cringed and growled at each other. The dog’s hackles spiked, then it whimpered and ran. Simon walked on and found a weed-choked vacant lot. Its only inhabitant was an abandoned car. He sat on a ruined wall and gazed at the moon.

“Hey, boy!” A call from the high brick wall next door. A leg was flung over, and then a scruffy youth of about sixteen pulled himself astride it.

Boy, Simon thought sarcastically. He smiled in anticipation.

“Yeah, you!” came a deeper voice. Another youth, perhaps a touch older, stepped out from behind the car. He was a big lout in jeans and a flannel shirt like a lumberjack.

A sneering boy in a leather jacket followed him. “This is our lot,” he hissed. He carried a half-empty liquor bottle and swayed slightly. His right hand flashed silver. Simon saw he carried a knife. Simon didn’t like long pointy things. They made him nervous. He didn’t like being nervous.

A scuffling announced the descent of the wall straddler, a thud his landing. The boys spread out and converged on Simon. He rose slowly from his perch, muscles tightened. The boys advanced.

“Where you from?”

“You ain’t from here.”

“Nobody here knows you.”

“Yeah,” spoke the wall climber. “And if nobody knows you, you ain’t nobody.” He giggled, a high-pitched, nervous sound, and wiped his hands against a ragged Ozzie Osbourne T-shirt.

Nobody. Even this scum called him nobody. Simon stepped toward the danger, into their net. They’d caught shark this time. He smiled.

“Pretty tough, huh?” said the big one mockingly.

The boy with the leather jacket settled his bottle into the crotch of two bricks. “Pretty stupid, you mean.” He tossed his knife from hand to hand. “You a retard or somethin’?”

“Yeah. He’s too dumb to be scared.”

Simon turned his back on the third boy, the one who had said that. He was a sheep. The big one was a bully, but the leather-clad one was trouble. He was crazy. He didn’t smoke weed, he smoked green. Simon could smell it on him. It reeked like burning plastic and it killed the brain. It made people think they couldn’t die.

“This is our playground, buddy.”

“Yeah, wanna play?”

Simon finally spoke. “Is that what you said to your mother last night?”

“Son of a …” The big one charged him, swinging meaty fists.

Simon stepped aside, quick as thought. The boy stumbled, looked confused, then turned like an angry bear to attack again. Simon stepped aside once more. His opponent breathed heavily. Simon smiled. Get the biggest one, and the rest often run. But he kept the crazy one in his sight all the same. You didn’t know about dusters.

They danced a lopsided waltz on the waste ground, and the big youth’s fury grew and grew. Then Simon stood still. The boy grabbed. He expected to miss but, to his surprise, found that the quarry was his. He panted and grinned. He had Simon’s arm in a crushing hold, as he prepared a blow. And Simon, who didn’t come up to his chin, clutched the boy’s belt with his free hand and lifted him into the air. The boy waved his arms like an insect and gurgled with fear. The boy in the jacket spat an oath but was frozen, enthralled. The other boy trembled but couldn’t move either. Simon threw his opponent then, an impossible distance. The boy sailed the air for a moment, then crashed in a pile of debris. The sound broke the spell, and Simon heard the third boy run.

But the boy with the knife laughed. He slinked forward, steel flickering in the streetlight. He had seen a fight or two, Simon surmised, but probably won through sheer viciousness, not skill. Best to deal with him as a cat does a rat—no play, snap it fast.

The boy was expecting another dance, not for his victim to walk right up to him. He hesitated a second, confronted with craziness greater than his, then he saw something in Simon’s eyes that made him lunge. He slashed wildly in fear, but too late. His knife went flying. His arm, captured for a moment, went limp, and searing, and useless. He backed away.

It was Simon’s turn to laugh; a sound dark and cursed. The blow he landed snapped the boy back and smashed him against the car. The boy started to slide to the ground, but slim white hands reached for him delicately and slammed him once more against the car. The third blow rendered him unconscious and flooded Simon with the sweet warm pleasure of the kill.

“Call me nobody?” he whispered, and his fangs slid from their sheaths. “Call me nobody?” he screamed as if in pain. He hoisted his victim up and tore the boy’s wrist open with a savage scissoring of teeth. He raised the boy’s arm and, with the pulsing blood, wrote wavering letters on the dingy primer of the car’s roof, I AM.

The dark, raw smell of blood intoxicated. He found himself embracing the boy and pulling the damaged wrist up to his mouth. Faintly, somewhere, he felt disgust. A distant echo cried for him to stop. But the blood call was too strong. He had almost placed a reverent kiss upon the hand when sirens screamed too close.

He pushed the limp body from him, but it seemed to cling. For a moment he felt trapped. Then it slid to the ground. But in the midst of panic a perverse whim took hold. He began to strip the jacket from the huddled form, struggling with the boy’s inert bulk, bloodying the lining, ripping a seam until it pulled free. Black and glittering, he had his prize. He clutched it to him, leaving its owner his life.

Then he was running. He fled past his first assailant, now staring with white-faced rictus fear, through the rubble of lost homes, out into the night, on and on through the streets, until he arrived in the quiet yard of a house with a dark green door.

He wrapped the bloodstained jacket about his shoulders and sank down beneath an azalea bush. He stared at her window until dawn.
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Zoë

Zoë froze in the doorway, her clenched fist to her mouth. Her teeth dug into her knuckles. Anne Sutcliff sprawled over the side of the chaotic hospital bed. Her shoulders heaved. The sounds were unmistakable.

“Dad.” Zoë turned and clutched her father’s arm. “She’s throwing up.” The disrupted IV regulator beeped furiously.

Mom’s friend Carol, who’d come with them, squeezed Zoë’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, hon. I’ll get a nurse.”

Zoë’s father pushed by her and raced the few strides that took him to his wife’s side. “It’s all right, baby. It’s all right.” He smoothed back the hair from her face rhythmically.

“I’m sorry,” she moaned between retches.

When her father reached impatiently for a button at the bedside, Zoë saw that a few strands of dark hair still clung to his fingers. He shook them into the trash can, which was half full with needle covers and stained gauze.

The smell of the room was overpowering. She backed out of the door, the bile rising in her own throat. Her heart pounded. She wanted to run to her mother, but she couldn’t bear to stay and see her that way. Mothers are supposed to be strong, she thought. She’s supposed to take care of me.

A nurse bustled by her.

Zoë knew the treatment made her mother sick, but she’d never seen her this bad, so weak she couldn’t even make it to the bathroom. Zoë felt awful, embarrassed, like she was spying on something private.

Carol tried to put an arm around her, but Zoë shook her off.

I should go to Mom, Zoë told herself. She needs me. But she couldn’t go back into the room and face that sick woman. She leaned against the wall of the corridor in a cold sweat, shaking. Carol hovered close by, looking hurt and anxious.

This is stupid, Zoë thought. You wanted to help, to prove you belonged. Here’s your chance. Her mind argued logically, but her body refused to move. Finally, she began to edge toward the door. I could hold her hand, at least, she thought, and comfort her. I owe it to her.

But before she got there, her father came back out. He put his arms around her. “She’s a bit better now,” he said. “She might be able to sleep.” He sounded drained. She hugged back, relieved that the decision had been taken away from her, hungry for comfort, but he pulled away too fast.

“Come on,” he said. “I’ll drive you both home.”

“I’ll stay, Harry,” Carol said. “I want to stay.” She smiled tentatively at Zoë. “Zoë, hon. Call me, okay? If you need something. You know you can.”

Zoë nodded vaguely—Carol meant to be kind—then followed her father, eager to get away, and ashamed of it.

On the silent trip in the car she began to feel guilty. I could have helped her, she thought. He didn’t give me a chance to get myself together.

“Are you going back?” she asked.

He nodded.

“I thought so.” It was like he wanted to keep her all to himself. Carol got to stay. She slouched in the seat beside him and dug her hands deep into her pockets. I’m sulking, she thought. Then, I don’t care. But she was being silly, and she knew it. He’d always been a wonderful dad, and he loved her too. But we never do anything together now, she thought, not even be unhappy together. He makes decisions without asking me, like I’m a little child.

Her hand found a small object in her pocket. She had discovered it on the back steps this morning when she took the garbage out, lying there spiky and shiny. Zoë the bird, the magpie, had picked it up, attracted by its sparkle. But she was late for school, and had shoved it into her coat pocket while she ran to gather her books, then forgotten it. She pulled it out to look at it again, rolling it between her fingers. Little points jabbed her. It looked like a star, a sort of stud. Funny how things get around, she thought. Go on, ask me what it is, she dared her dad silently, but he didn’t notice, so she shoved it back into her pocket.

“Drop me at Lorraine’s, please,” she asked as they pulled into the neighborhood. She tossed her notebook into the backseat before she got out of the car. She hadn’t even had a chance to read anything to her mother today, and her mother was her truest critic. “I’ll get it later,” she said. “Bye.” He smiled vaguely and pulled away, his mind already back at the hospital.

Lorraine looked pleased to see Zoë. “Hi, Zo. Just in time. I was thinking of going out.”

Lorraine will understand, she thought, and that triggered the tears, because she wasn’t sure. She collapsed on the couch, and Lorraine crouched in front of her, one hand lightly on Zoë’s knee, waiting for her to stop crying. Zoë pulled herself together. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t help it.” She told Lorraine what had happened at the hospital, briefly, simply. She didn’t mention the embarrassment, or the shame of not being able to respond.

Lorraine squeezed her knee. “You’ll go again. It’ll be better next time.”

“Yeah.” Zoë wiped her eyes with an offered tissue. “I’m such a wimp,” she said. “I always seem to be crying.”

Lorraine smiled and punched Zoë’s shoulder gently. “Listen, Dad sent me some guilt money. He said to buy some clothes to impress my new friends with when I get out there.” She made a face. “Want to go shopping?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Oh, come on. You deserve an outing.”

Zoë swept the hair from her face with short, tense movements as she thought about it.

“Well, I’ve got to get out anyway, before Diane comes back,” Lorraine continued. “She’s pissed she didn’t get any money. She was clomping around like a madwoman all morning. Please, please, please!”

“All right,” Zoë said, and stopped frowning. She felt a little uneasy, though. It didn’t seem right to go shopping, as if everything were normal.

Lorraine got her jacket, and they left. “Pity you didn’t know we were going shopping—you could have asked your dad for money too.”

“No money for clothes right now,” Zoë said, trying to sound matter-of-fact. “Too many bills.”

“God, at least a decent pair of pants,” Lorraine said.

“Hey, slow down.”

Zoë lessened her pace and took a deep breath. Come on, she told herself, lighten up.

“There’s nothing wrong with plain old Levi’s,” she said, poking Lorraine, inviting play.

Lorraine grinned, invitation accepted, but when Zoë turned the corner to go to the Center, Lorraine held back.

“Not there,” Lorraine called after her. “Let’s be hedonistic and go to the mall.” She led the way to the bus stop.

“I’ve got to be back by seven, though. I’ve got a date with Neil.”

“Oh, gross,” Zoë said, teasing her.

Lorraine squealed in outrage right on cue.

They squabbled playfully until the bus came.

They arrived at the mall, their plan of action already mapped out. “New jeans, a few shirts, and a pair of shoes,” Lorraine had finally decided. She marched Zoë right away to the Jean Jar, then Muggles, through Finders, and on to the Edge. On the way they picked up a couple of oversized, bright sweatshirts, and an expensive cotton shirt emblazoned with one of the new fall designs. It took a lot of trying on, but Lorraine managed to find a pair of pants she liked as well. “Too good for mere mortals,” she gloated, looking at herself in the dressing-room mirror.

At first it seemed remote to Zoë, as if she were an observer from another planet, but Lorraine’s enthusiasm was hard to resist. Despite the occasional hesitation Zoë found she was getting into the spirit of things. “Let’s go to that punk store down the other end,” she said, knowing that would entice her friend.

“I don’t know, dahling,” Lorraine gushed. “I already have leopard-skin pants, shoes, shirts, underwear, and sanitary napkins.”

They went anyhow, and laughed with pleasure at the T-shirt designs, and dared each other to buy colored hair-spray. “It washes out,” Lorraine whispered. “Come on. You’d look great with a purple streak.”

“No one wears that anymore,” Zoë said. “I’d rather have a T-shirt that says EAT THE RICH.” She tried not to laugh too loud and offend the clerks, who all seemed to take their black, spiky selves very seriously.

“Here, I’ll buy you a going-away present,” Lorraine said.

Zoë’s stomach turned over. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

“Don’t be silly,” Lorraine said. “You have a choice between the T-shirt or this necklace here.” She pointed to an exquisite little silver crucifix on a deep red ribbon.

How can you talk about it so casually? Zoë thought. You said you didn’t want to go, now you’re buying me good-bye presents. How can you change so fast? “It seems so out of place here,” she said aloud.

“Not if you look at the people working here. They’re dripping with them. It all depends on the way you wear it.”

“I like the ribbon, but it seems like a weird combination somehow. My grandmother would have a fit.”

“Considering she lives in Europe, I doubt if she’ll see it much.”

Lorraine went to the cash register and bought the necklace, plus some green hair-dye for herself. “What the hell,” she said. “I can always threaten to show up at a business lunch wearing it, if Dad needs keeping in line.”

Outside she jabbed a camouflage-patterned box at Zoë. “Here.” For once she seemed awkward.

Zoë slipped it into her jacket pocket, blushing. Lorraine didn’t have to get her a present to be remembered. I won’t wear it, she thought. I don’t like it.

“Shoes!” Lorraine screamed like a war cry, causing several passersby to turn and stare. What a subtle way of avoiding sentiment, Zoë thought with wry amusement.

Lorraine launched into a monologue as they headed for the nearest shoe store. “I love shoe shopping, especially if it’s a salesman. They grovel at your feet, and run and fetch, and put them on for you. God, it gives me a feeling of power.”

After the final purchase they had pizza at the Roma. They recognized some kids from school there.

“Peter Ziegler,” Lorraine moaned. “I hope I don’t get something stuck between my teeth.”

Zoë chuckled. “I don’t think it matters, since he probably won’t come over here anyway.”

“Killjoy. Hey, he’s with that Keith whatzisname you went out with last spring. What was wrong with him? I can’t remember.”

Zoë sighed. “Nothing was wrong with him. I don’t know. I guess I just wasn’t attracted to him.”

“When will you be attracted, Zo, for goodness’ sake? I mean, my God, you’re almost seventeen.”

“I know, I know.” Zoë pushed a pizza crust around her plate, annoyed at having to go through this again. Lorraine seemed to think that everyone should have hyperactive hormones like her.

“Sorry, I’ve pissed you off, haven’t I? I’ll back off.”

Zoë had to admit it was a rare perceptive moment on Lorraine’s part. The girls’ eyes met then in an unspoken peace agreement, and they ate for a while in companionable silence.

Boys, Zoë thought. Why aren’t I as loony about them as Lorraine? I guess people are different. She smiled at how ludicrously obvious that statement was. But they seem to like me, so I suppose I’m not gross or anything, she decided. She remembered suddenly the pale boy in the park—a surprisingly clear glimpse of him, sparklingly sharp in the moonlight. She tried to dismiss her excitement with anger. I guess I was supposed to be flattered.

“Let’s see a movie,” Lorraine said, brushing the crumbs from around her mouth. “They’ve got an el cheapo horror twilight show at the Cinema Three. None left alive for two twenty-five.”

“I’d rather not,” Zoë said a little too fast. She saw Lorraine cringe at her mistake. Feeling sorry for her, she added, “There’s a new French movie there, too, that everyone’s been talking about. Perhaps we could see that.”

Lorraine relaxed. “I try not to talk about things like that. Anyway, whenever I see a movie with subtitles, I come out expecting to see them in real life for an hour or two. It’s weird.”

“What’s the other one?”

“Oh, something based on a Saturday-morning cartoon.”

“Yuck!”

“No kidding!”

They decided to forget about a movie and take the bus back to Oakwood. Zoë was relieved. She didn’t think she could sit through a movie, no matter how entertaining. By the time they got off the bus at Oakwood Village the daylight had fled, and the streetlights come on. As the world became darker, so did Zoë’s mood. How could I go out and enjoy myself? she thought.

As if she had read Zoë’s thoughts, Lorraine tugged at her arm briefly. “Hey, it was good, right? You needed a break.”

“Yeah.” Zoë had to admit that she’d needed it, but now she should get back to the house. Perhaps she’d missed a vital phone call while she was out. However, now that she was near, she dreaded going home; she dreaded the news a phone call might bring.

“Earth to Zoë! Come in, please.”

Zoë looked up with a start.

“I was saying,” Lorraine continued, “I have to run into the drugstore.”

“Oh, I’ll wait here, then,” Zoë said, stopping outside the bookstore. “They’ve got a new display.”

“Okay.”

Lorraine trotted up the sidewalk to the drugstore on the other side of the alley that divided the row of shops into two sections. There were fewer people on the street now. Everyone was going home for dinner. The autumn wind was picking up, and Zoë thought she felt a drop of rain on her cheek. There was a hint of woodsmoke in the air. It always made her feel vaguely lonely to smell someone’s cozy fire when she was out in the night.

She examined the contents of the window. She loved bookstores: they were an addiction. Even books she would never read held a fascination when arranged in a bright display. A book called The Secret Life of Vegetables caught her eye. It made her unbearably curious. She was wondering if it was about recent botanical discoveries, or a kinky sex novel, when she heard Lorraine’s voice.

She looked up to see her friend talking to a small pale child with white hair who stood at the alley mouth. From his left hand dangled a shabby teddy bear. He looked fragile. He must only be about six, Zoë thought. What’s he doing here alone at this time? She walked to join them. The child said something. Lorraine held out her hand, and he gave her a dazzling smile. Then he saw Zoë. The smile faded.

“S’all right,” he said in a piping voice. “I ‘member now.” And he took off running down the street toward Chestnut.

“Appealing little monster,” said Lorraine, although she looked puzzled. “Said he was lost. Albino, I think. He wanted me to help him find his mother down there.” She pointed down the alley.

Zoë peered into the dark. “Why would she be down there?”

Lorraine shrugged. “Beats me. I almost felt like humoring him, though.” She stared gloomily through the bookstore window. “Yuck! Hey, that reminds me, Dad sent me a reading list from this school I’m supposed to be going to. Great, huh?” She rolled her eyes. “It’s supposed to help me fit in. I wonder what it’ll be like.”

Zoë tensed. “Listen, why don’t you go on home? The bookstore’s open late tonight. I want to browse for a while.” She was appalled to hear the words come out stiff and remote.

Lorraine glanced sharply at Zoë, but her voice remained neutral. “Bookstores make me break out.”

“I know.” Zoë’s tone was carefully gentler. “So go on. You’ve got to get ready for Naughty Neil.”

Lorraine took the cue. “Well, okay. I’ll call you tomorrow and tell you the juicy details.”

“Spare me.”

“It’s the only way you’ll find out anything at this rate,” Lorraine yelled over her shoulder as she took off for home.

Zoë waved her on with mock impatience. “Get outta here.” Her voice was meant to sound jolly but, I don’t want to hear about your shitty new school, she thought. I don’t want to hear about your stupid date, and I don’t want to go home.

It won’t work. It’s not magic, Zoë told herself as she entered the store. Just ‘cause you’re not there to hear of it, doesn’t mean it can’t happen. Nevertheless, it felt better to put off going home for now. She headed straight for the window display, but the intriguing title turned out to be merely a cookbook. She looked around for half an hour anyhow, until screaming sirens pulling up outside brought her and the other browsers to the front of the store.

She panicked for a moment. Lorraine. But, of course, Lorraine was long gone. How Zoë hated sirens. They howled to the scene of an emergency like ravenous banshees and left behind emptiness.

A bald man came pushing into the store, white-faced, babbling with shock. “They found a body in the alley. Briggs at the pharmacy found it,” he announced to no one in particular.

The smart blond woman who ran the bookstore sat down heavily in her seat behind the sales counter. “What?”

“Briggs was leaving work,” the man continued. “He had his bicycle in the alley. He almost fell over the woman. Her throat is slashed.”

People looked at each other, dumbfounded. “Another one,” someone whispered. Zoë remembered seeing the bald man stocking shelves at the grocery store.

More people gathered outside—late shoppers, people going home, others going out for the night. Drawn like flies to blood, Zoë thought, and shuddered. She had to get home.

She squeezed past the bald man and went out the door. The bell above the door rang with cheery dissonance. A couple moved to let her out. She found herself next to a hastily erected police barrier, just in time to see something under a sheet being loaded into an ambulance.

“Must have happened recently,” she heard a woman say in hushed tones.

She felt hot and ill. “Excuse me. Excuse me.” She had to get home. She navigated the crush of the still-forming crowd on the narrow sidewalk. “Excuse me. Excuse me.” Where did they come from? Flies. She was sweating. She felt trapped. People jostled to keep their vantage point as she tried to get by.

Then she was past them into the night, leaning against the window of the grocery store, eyes closed, gasping deep, ragged breaths.

And a cold, soothing hand was stroking her forehead, cooling, comforting.

“It’s death,” came a whisper.

Her eyes shot open.
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Simon

He saw the dark-haired girl push herself from the crowd as if drowning, and lean against the shop window, gasping for air. He went to her helplessly, drawn by her fear. He couldn’t help but touch her to taste it.

“It’s death,” he told her, wanting to explain.

Her eyes burst open, pinning him with a stricken look.

“It’s death that frightens you so.”

He felt slightly afraid himself now. This was the second time her eyes had held him. Combined with the enticing smell of fear, it was almost more than he could bear.

“Yes,” she said, blinking, relaxing, breaking the spell.

His hand left her and fell to twist nervously at a shiny stud on his leather jacket. “I’m sorry. I’m always startling you.” He didn’t want to break the connection, not yet. It unnerved him when her eyes caught him like that, but it brought something else he couldn’t explain, something that didn’t seem normal for him. He wanted it again. He wanted to discover what it was.

“How did you know? About death, I mean.” She had accepted his apology.

“I’ve seen its effect on people before now.”

Her eyes grew troubled on his behalf, as she guessed wildly at his tragedy. It was so easy, Simon thought. He could tell the truth and let her lie for him. She would be too polite to ask outright. She would make it what she wanted it to be. The time was right. She needed to jump to another person, away from her fear. But why did he care so much? She had warm, rich blood, but it wasn’t only that. Was it?

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I haven’t been too pleasant either.” She smiled faintly. At herself, he guessed.

“You look shaken. Can I walk you home?” He started to offer his arm, then remembered it was an outdated custom and stopped.

She debated with herself. He saw the brief inward look. “Please,” she said. He had passed the test.

They left the stores and walked slowly, quiet at first. He enjoyed her next to him. “You are late for dinner,” he said finally.

“No. No one’s home.”

He saw that she immediately regretted having said that. Her lips tightened for a moment. She’s calling herself a fool, he thought. It’s not a thing to admit to a stranger. Reassure. “What a shame. This is the kind of night one likes to go home to a hot meal.” He saw her lips quiver with unbidden amusement. “I said something funny?”

She smiled fully now. “I’m sorry, but you don’t look … I mean … well, the way you talk. It’s not how I would expect someone in a leather jacket to talk.”

Had he made a mistake? He didn’t talk much to people. They were a temptation. They were food. One did not talk to food, or learn its speech patterns. It all changed so fast while he remained the same, watching it go by in flashing colors between the night. No. She was smiling. Somehow it pleased her, this discrepancy. It made her feel more at ease.

“It was a whim,” he said, stroking the leather.

“It looks good on you.”

She wishes not to offend me, he thought. He was happy with that. How silly that it made him happy.

“Do you live near here?” she asked.

“Close.”

“Yes?”

“It’s temporary.”

“Are your parents looking for a permanent home in Oakwood?”

“My parents are dead.”

She looked aghast at her faux pas. Her hand rose partially to her mouth.

“It’s all right. I’ve been alone a long time.” He took her hand and lowered it gently. She was alone, too, he guessed, that was why she cared so much. Her hand was soft and thin; it prickled him sweetly. She tugged her hand back, and he knew she had felt it too. He disengaged. He would not press.

She was quiet again. They walked. Once she looked as if she were almost ready to speak, ready to tell him something, but she changed her mind. He wished she had told him, because he wanted to hear her talk. He wanted to know about her. This is not my nature, he thought. This is not the beast. But, for that moment, he felt as if the beast were unraveling from him in a fresh wind. He was thinking of questions to entice her to speak when they reached her gate. He held it open for her, feeling disappointed that the walk was over.

She stopped at the front door and turned to face him firmly. Simon got the message. This is as far as I get. “I hope you feel better soon,” he said, acknowledging the barrier.

Her stance relaxed as she felt his compliance. “Thank you for walking me home. It shook me up, seeing that. I expect we’ll read about it tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

“My name’s Zoë,” she said, almost as an afterthought.

“Zoë,” he repeated softly, like distant bees.

“What’s yours?”

He looked at her and, trapped in her eyes again, felt impelled, but his name caught in his throat. He had not told it in so long that it felt too intimate to reveal it, like giving away a portion of his true self. Yet her eyes were intimate also, stealing into him, opening locked doors.

He breathed his name. “Simon.”

“Good night, Simon,” she said gently, and turned.

He reached for her urgently, “Wait.”

She halted and glanced back, worry flickering in her features.

He calmed himself. “If I come to see you here, will you invite me in?”

She gazed at him a moment, assessing him. “Yes, I think so.”

He could smile now, and perhaps that was why she still hesitated. She was very close. He leaned closer, mouth parted to inhale the scent of her. Was it dark veins that called to him, or her soft lips? He didn’t know. It made him dizzy. She almost swayed to meet him, her eyes drowning him, but she blushed and turned to the door again.

“Good night.”

“Until next time,” he whispered as she closed the door.

Walking back to the shops, he saw the boy with his mother. They had stopped so that she could adjust the scarf around his neck. I’d like to tighten it, Simon thought, and slipped into the shadows.

“Christopher,” the mother said, “you’ve been to the store several times now. I don’t see how you could get lost. When I saw all those policemen, I was really worried. Please don’t wander off like that.”

They began to walk again, and Simon followed. The child looked around as if he felt something. Simon let more distance come between them.

“We’ll have to bundle you up better tomorrow, when we go to school. That was a nasty burn. Your poor skin. It’s so delicate.”

The boy didn’t seem to be paying any attention to her, but looked all around him as if seeking something.

“That was a long nap you took today,” the woman continued. “Mrs. Cohen said she could hardly wake you. What a sleepyhead you are. You should sleep at night, like a good boy. Maybe some hot milk will help tonight.”

The child grimaced. The first sign that he had heard. They turned the corner.

“I’ve bought some yummy liver for dinner. You like that, don’t you?”

Simon let them go. The boy was well occupied now. He would check again later.

Simon wandered the streets. He looked in at the all-night Laundromat, but it was deserted. Eventually he went to the 7-Eleven. He sat on a wall outside and watched the people come and go.

Teenagers screamed up in worn but well-loved cars, to grab a six-pack and a package of Marlboros. A husband hurried in for next morning’s milk and left with a Playboy carefully secreted under his overcoat. Young men discussed The Game, in the light of windows plastered with signs touting ninety-nine-cent hot dogs, then slid off into the night in new machines. A drunk argued over the change from his five-dollar bill, mistaken lout. A girl pleaded with someone at the pay phone outside and stamped her feet either with cold or frustration, he couldn’t tell.

He made up stories about them—what he might say to them if he deigned to talk, where they might go. The multicolored, overpriced stock became the scenery on his stage, and he was the only audience.

Sometimes he drifted in and out of now, reminded of previous stories he had seen or been a part of. On one such time, drifting into focus again, he saw the back of a girl with long dark hair at the counter. Zoë, he thought hopefully. But she turned, and it wasn’t her.

When she left, he followed her anyway, out into the night. Nowhere else to go.
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Zoë

Zoë was awakened by the phone ringing. It went on and on. When her father didn’t answer, she got up groggily and made her way to her parents’ bedroom. The door was open and the bed unmade. She picked up the phone. It was her father, and she was momentarily confused. Then she remembered with the rush of full awakening. He had been called away, late last night, to the hospital.

“Hi, Zo,” he said. “You did get back to sleep, then?”

“Yes.” She flushed guiltily at having to answer that way.

“Mom’s not too good, I’m afraid. I’m going to stay here, but don’t you come down, okay? There’s nothing you can do right now. Listen, I’ll call you after school, or this evening, and let you know how she is.”

He thinks I’m useless, she thought, because I froze when Mom was sick. “Will she be all right?”

“Yeah, she’ll be fine.”

Liar, she thought. “Are you coming home later?”

“Maybe not. I’ll let you know.”

“Dad, if she’s feeling better tomorrow—”

“I don’t think I can talk about that right now. One thing at a time. Okay?”

There was always an excuse to keep her away. “Okay,”

Zoë muttered. Left out again. She clenched the phone tight.

“There’s a good girl. Take care.”

“Bye,” she said, and the phone clicked off. She slammed the receiver down.

In the quiet she heard her clock-radio’s alarm going off in her room. It was too late to go back to bed now; she had to get ready for school. She went to shut off the awful music.

Zoë was looking under the couch for her shoes when the phone rang again. She snatched it up. Had her father changed his mind? But it was Pat Reynolds, the owner of the gallery her mother showed at.

“We’re having an opening tomorrow night,” she said.

“I thought you might like to come. I mean, I know Harry’s busy. I thought you might like to get out.”

“I don’t know, Pat,” Zoë said. “I’d feel out of place without Mom.”

“There’ll be people you know there.”

But they’d all be her parents’ friends. They would greet her with overly jolly hellos and then not know what to say next. She hated those awkward silences. She’d be miserable. “Can I think about it?”

“Sure, Zoë, call me. Take care.” They both knew she wouldn’t come.

She left early, to avoid more phone calls, although maybe that was a mistake. Usually the walk to school meant a welcome chance to think, but today she didn’t want to think. It would be all right if Lorraine were there. Lorraine could make her feel better. But Lorraine had driver’s ed at eight o’clock, and had left an hour ago. It was the only course she showed up for consistently.

The rhythm of Zoë’s steps reminded her of another walk. Who was that boy, Simon? Was he a runaway, or what? He wasn’t from around there, because he seemed to have a slight accent of some sort. He was so matter-of-fact about his parents being dead. Was he lying, she wondered, or was it so long ago it was like an old wound—only aching sometimes? Could you get used to it? If so, maybe he had something to teach her about survival. She couldn’t figure him out. One minute he was nervous, and the next he seemed so confident. It was funny, she had thought she was leading him, but now that she looked back on it, she realized he had never hesitated once, as if he knew the way. Silly, she thought. He couldn’t have.

Zoë kept her eyes on the moss-bordered flagstones of the sidewalk as she walked, glancing up to avoid the occasional pedestrian, or to cross an intersection. Step on a crack; break your mother’s back, she thought, remembering childhood magic. Then, irrationally, she was stepping into the middle of each paving stone, avoiding the grooves between them, trying to coordinate her steps at an even pace to miss the cracks. She had to hop now and then to correct her momentum. She went faster and faster, challenging the ground. Then she came to a street corner and had to stop for traffic.

Could I really make a magic spell? she thought. If I see a silver car pass before the light changes, my mother won’t die. The light changed immediately, and she bit back a cry of dismay. I’m a child, she thought. A stupid child. No wonder they hardly ever let me see her for long.

There were only a few people outside school. It was still a long time until the bell. Zoë sat on the semicircle of stone wall that faced the flagpole to wait, but as she thought over the day’s classes, she realized she had left her calculus textbook at home. She had thought everything she needed was in her locker, but now she remembered she had last seen it on top of the refrigerator. Perhaps she had time to go back and get it. No. If she left now, she wouldn’t come back to school today.

That idea caught her fancy at once. Why should she go, anyhow? She couldn’t possibly concentrate. How much could she get done? Lorraine does it all the time, she thought, and she doesn’t get caught. And what if I did? I’ve got an excuse. A bitter snort escaped her lips. Yes, who would blame me? she decided. She got up at once and left the school grounds.

Where did people go when they skipped school? Did the police really pick you up for truancy? She had cut a few classes before, but never the whole day. She walked back the way she had come but passed her home and went to the park.

It was too early for the young mothers and their preschoolers, but there were people anyway. Two scruffy teenage boys yanked on the swing chains and tossed the seats back and forth. Bandannas sprouted from the calves of their old blue jeans like weird, bedraggled plumage. Three swings were already wrapped all the way around the top pole. Vandalism comes to Oakwood, she thought with disgust. She hoped those rats hadn’t been chewing away at the gazebo as well.

No use staying here. She didn’t feel like answering a round of “Hey, baby” ‘s from some jerks in cutoff denim and leather. One of them looked like he’d been in a fight. Great, she thought. Another place I can’t go. Just what I want, a bunch of heavy-metal maniacs invading my park.

But that was unfair. Simon wore leather, and he seemed all right. She remembered him standing in front of her, his nervous fingers unable to stay still, uncomfortable as she had been so many times. Then she had felt an empathy that had drawn her to him; now she saw what he’d been toying with. She drew her hand from her pocket and looked down. It was a star—like the one that lay in her palm, the one she had found on her back steps.

Anger and fear shook her. Nothing was sacred. Nothing at all. She couldn’t even go home. She felt violated. She had almost made him a friend. I want Mom, she thought.

The bus showed up, as if on command, as soon as she reached the bus stop. She couldn’t turn back now. The rush-hour crowd had already thinned out, and there were plenty of seats.

At the hospital she swept by the reception desk without checking in. It’s my right, she told herself. She’s my mother. I belong here. She tried to look like she had business to attend to.

The elevator took forever to arrive, and when she got in, the car moved so slowly, she thought she’d scream. I suppose they don’t want to give anyone a heart attack, she thought as she scuffed nervously at the brass plaque on the floor that said OTIS. When the elevator finally stopped, her heart gave a lurch—what if Mom was sick like last time? But she got off anyway.

She turned the corner by the nurses’ station and kept on walking. Out of the corner of her eye Zoë saw the nurse there leap to her feet, but she wasn’t going to stop for an interrogation now. She wasn’t going to be put off. She had to talk to her mother. She knew the nurse was catching up by the rustle of petticoat against crisp uniform, so she ran the last few yards and flung the door open.

Her father looked up, startled, still clutching his wife’s hand to his chest. The nurse arrived behind her. “What’s going on?”

“It’s my daughter,” Harry Sutcliff answered, almost as if he were reminding himself.

Our daughter, Zoë thought. She’s not dead yet.

“I’m sorry,” the nurse said, “but she looked so strange. It’s okay?”

He nodded, so she left, leaving the door ajar.

“Zoë, what’s wrong?” her father asked. He seemed to be grasping futilely for reasons for her to be there. Had the house exploded? Had there been an earthquake?

He was distracted by a raspy voice from the bed. “Why aren’t you in school?” There was a quirky smile on her mother’s face, half amusement, half something more bitter.

Her words gave him something to hold on to. “Why aren’t you in school?” he repeated at Zoë, unaware of the inane echo.

“It’s okay, Harry, really,” her mother said in that whispery rasp. “What’s a day here and there?” Tubes rattled softly as she tried to gesture gay abandon.

Zoë saw her father struggling not to argue. He had always been strict about stuff like that. “But how many days?” He stared at Zoë accusingly. “I haven’t got room to worry about where you are every day, you know that, Zoë.”

“First time, Dad. Honest.”

“Well, you startled us.” It was said begrudgingly. She didn’t lie, he knew that. “You should think of your mother.”

“Harry,” his wife gently chided.

“I do think of you, Mom,” Zoë said. “All the time. I miss you, but the more I miss you, the less I’m allowed to see you.”

She circled the bed to the opposite side from her father and took her mother’s other hand. She had never seen a human being that color before, ashen blue. There seemed to be more tubes than ever, and her mother was lost amid the tangle. Oh, God. How can I tell her about that boy? she thought.

Her mother’s eyes had not left her since she entered the room, but now they lowered, ashamed. “Sorry, Zoë,” she whispered.

“Now look what you’ve done.” Her father’s brow was furrowed, as he fussed nervously with the bed sheets.

Zoë’s mother gestured shakily for him to stop. “It’s okay, Harry. You worry too much. I’m glad she’s here. Really. Go and get me some juice. I want to talk to my daughter.”

“You’ll be all right?” he asked.

“Yes.” She smiled, but it was tight and dry.

He left like a schoolboy on an errand, eager to please.

Zoë sat down.

“So tell me,” her mother said, “what’s going on in the outside world?” Her voice was weaker now that her husband had left, as if her strength were a show for his sake, to comfort him. Once again Zoë thought, I can’t worry her with tales of teenage prowlers. But will Dad listen?

“What’s going on between you and your father?”

Zoë was startled into raising her eyebrows. “Nothing.”

No, that was dumb. On second thought, it was accurate.

“Nothing?”

“Really.” Zoë slumped into the chair, chewing on her lip, wondering how much she could say.

“Out with it.”

Zoë took a deep breath. “We never talk. He’s never there. When he’s home he’s too tired to talk. It’s like living with a robot. You’re both here. I’m there. I’m lonely. There’s no one to talk to.” God, she sounded selfish—there’s no one to talk to, whine, whine.

Her mother glanced away, fiddling nervously with a tissue. “Don’t you ever talk about me?”

“He says that everything will be all right, or we’ll talk about it later. Honestly, Mom”—it came out in a rush—“I don’t feel like everything will be all right.”

Her mother looked like she was about to say something, but changed her mind. She was silent for a while, her eyes closed, until Zoë thought she had fallen asleep.

“What about Lorraine?” she finally asked.

“Huh?”

“To talk to.”

“Oh, Mom, you don’t know.” And it all tumbled out about Lorraine moving, of never seeing her, of missing her so much.

A nurse came in and interrupted to inject something into the flow from the IV bag, while Zoë looked nervously in the other direction. She couldn’t speak until the nurse had left.

Her mother’s eyes closed again, but she squeezed Zoë’s hand once in a while to show she was listening. It felt so good. Once she said, “I’m so sorry, my love.” And once, strangely out of sequence, “I’ll speak to your father about it.” Then she was truly asleep.

Zoë gazed at her, sorrow building in her throat. She looked tiny, and pale, and crumpled. Before this her mother’s dying had been a possibility. People with cancer died. It was something Zoë worried about, had imagined a million times, but it had still seemed distant somehow. There had always been a vague hope. Now, looking at her mother so transparent and small, she knew for the first time that it was inevitable.

Her father came in and joined her in silent contemplation of the sleeping woman. She glanced at him. His eyes were tender. He held fruit juice in his hands as carefully as he would the water of life. Maybe I’m wrong, Zoë thought. Maybe she’s stronger when he’s around, because of the strength of his love.

“I’ll walk you downstairs,” he said, putting an arm around her. They went in silence, but she was used to that.

Down in the lobby he pointed to a pair of armchairs.

“Let’s sit for a few minutes.” He closed his eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger; then he spoke. “I’m not going to preach to you about skipping school this time—goodness knows, things are rough for you right now—but I’m counting on you to carry on as usual, even if we aren’t there to be in charge. It’s one less thing to be worried about.”

Great, she thought. What about my worries? Doesn’t he think I’m worried? Why doesn’t he see I need to be here?

But he was still speaking. “And perhaps it’s best if you let us know you’re coming next time, okay?”

Anger swelled in her. Why was he locking her out? “No, it’s not okay. It’s like you want to keep her all to yourself and don’t want to let me in at all. It’s like you wish I never existed, so you wouldn’t get your time with Mom interrupted. I wonder if you ever really wanted me at all.” She felt sick saying it. It was unfair, and she knew it, but sometimes she really felt that way. And now it was said.

Her father looked at her with confusion. She’d never yelled at him like that before. She was ashamed at the hurt she saw on his face, and the spiteful power she couldn’t help feeling.

“But, sweetheart,” he said, “you’ve got it all wrong. How could you think that? We don’t want you upset, that’s all. Mom hates not seeing you, but you need to be with Lorraine more, taking your mind off things.”

Compassion tempered her anger, and she spoke carefully, as if to a child. “What do you think it’s like waiting at home? Never knowing. Waiting for the phone to ring. This isn’t the sort of thing you take your mind off easily. It’s not like a test at school, or a visit to the dentist.” Her hands were clutched beside her, knuckles white with the grip as she tried to contain the fear she felt at speaking her mind. “Yes, it upsets me, but I’ve got to be part of this. I am part of this. Do you think she doesn’t need me anymore?” She was dismayed to hear her voice tremble.

Her father sighed. “Yes, she needs you, she needs you all the time, but sometimes she can’t bear you to see her this way. See her at the times she chooses—please, Zoë, for the sake of her dignity.”

Zoë remembered her mother’s embarrassed apology. It’s Mom who doesn’t want me here, she thought miserably.

“Don’t either of you love me anymore?” she said.

There was a brief flicker of pain on her father’s face.

“There’s no profit in arguing,” he said, trying to pat her shoulder.

Zoë wrenched her shoulder away. “You’re right.” She pushed herself from her chair and headed for the doors. She hadn’t gotten anywhere. She still couldn’t visit her mother when she wanted and, dammit, she hadn’t even told them about the boy.

I made it worse, she told herself all the way home on the bus. I only wanted to ask what to do, and I made it worse. Poor Dad. He didn’t even know that I was angry, until it burst out. They’ll never let me back there now.

The house loomed cold and uncomforting, no longer safe. The rose by the front gate was withered and brown.

She thought about magic again as she lay on her bed and stared at the ceiling. If only there were some magic she could perform to stop her mother dying. If only she could put things right and make things how they used to be. “If only,” she muttered to herself derisively, and sat up. “Who do you think you are? God?”

But the idea of magic had unlocked something. She pulled her notebook from her desk drawer and scribbled down lines furiously with a black felt-tip pen. She would worry about organizing later. Just let the words come. Then she went back and changed, deleted, and added. She forged the thoughts into form: the spells, the rites, the magic of life. Finally, she was satisfied. She had a poem—“Spells against Death.”

Then she fell asleep on top the covers, her notebook clutched to her chest.

When she woke, she was surprised at how much time had gone by. It was after three already. Thinking she should eat something, she went downstairs.

After a nervous glance out the back-door window, she looked in the refrigerator. There was no milk, which meant she couldn’t have cereal, so she settled on yogurt. She took it into the den and ate on the couch with her feet tucked under her, while she watched cartoons on television with the sound turned down.

Lorraine called just after three-thirty. “Why weren’t you at school?”

Zoë didn’t feel like explaining, it was too complicated. “I was sick.”

Lorraine didn’t even question it. “I can’t come over this evening,” she said. “I’m stuck packing and labeling. The movers are coming tomorrow. A couple of days on the floor in a sleeping bag, and we’re off.”

Zoë didn’t like the way Lorraine was starting to sound excited. “Is that all you can talk about?” It came out before she could help it.

There was silence on the other end of the line. Her cheeks stung with embarrassment. The embarrassment made her angrier. “I mean, all you talk about is yourself.”

“Zoë, I phoned to find out how you were,” came Lorraine’s stricken words.

“Oh, I thought you phoned to tell me all about your great move.”

“Well, I wouldn’t have called if I knew you were going to be a bitch,” Lorraine said. “I’ll talk to you later, maybe.” She hung up.

Zoë replaced the receiver with a trembling hand, the crash of Lorraine’s phone still ringing in her ears. Why did I do that? What the hell was I doing? Hot tears scalded her face.

The house felt even emptier, looming and hollow. I’ll go get milk, she decided. I need fresh air.

Walking didn’t relieve the misery in her, however. I would like to do something drastic, she decided, and kicked a stone down the sidewalk in front of her. Something to make them notice me.

She picked up more cereal at the store, as well as milk, and some vacuum-cleaner bags. She was surprised, when she stepped outside, at how dark it had become above the streetlights.

She was standing right by the alley where they had found that woman. She shuddered. Suddenly she remembered the boy standing at the same alley mouth, asking Lorraine to help him. Was that woman his mother? The thought appalled her. But, had they gone down the alley with him, could they have prevented it? Would the killer have heard them and run? Or was it already too late?

She turned into the alley, thinking “Spells against Death.” It was too late for that woman, the boy’s mother, but what about her mother? Was it too late for her?

The alley joined another that ran behind the stores, out to the street on either end of the row. A shortcut, she told herself. But it was darker than she thought inside. Lightning never strikes twice, she reassured herself as her jaw tensed, and she tightened her grip on the grocery bag.

Death had been here, but she would walk on through and show him what she thought of him, the cowardly thief. She held her head high, but her pace quickened.

The alley smelled of damp and garbage. A pile of boxes threw bizarre shadows in the light of a caged bulb by a back door. Was that where they’d found her? She tried not to look for dark stains on the ground.

What if there were someone back here? What if she were jumped? Would that be enough? Would death let her mother go? Only one Sutcliff needed, regardless of age or gender?

She was trying to make herself laugh at the thought, afraid to explore it, but a skittering behind a garbage can put an end to that. She turned the corner, her soft soles hitting cracked concrete silently. The alley beyond was dark, but there was light at the end, the warm glow of Elm Road. But something bigger than her moved in the shadows—in front, to the right, by basement stairs.

She edged to her left. What was it? Could she turn and run? Was it only a flickering of the dim light just past the steps? Yes, that’s all. It made the shadows move unnaturally. She crept along, as close to the left-hand wall as possible.

A trash can got in her way. It went flying—empty, unanchored, smashing the silence, stopping her heart. The shadows leapt, too, from the steps into the light.

The boy crouched there shaking, eyes big as night. Blood smeared his face. Dripping feathers were clutched in his hand.

“Simon,” she whispered.

Sorrow twisted his face.

She turned and ran.
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Simon

Simon hacked viciously at a broom handle with a large knife. He had stolen the knife that evening from the surplus store, shortly after he had made his decision. He muttered to himself fiercely as he worked, cross-legged, on the dusty classroom floor.

“She’ll never let me in now. She’ll never talk to me again.” I need someone, a voice inside him howled. “Damn girl,” he spat as the knife bit deep, then curled another slice of wood away from the pole.

What was she doing there anyway? What had possessed her to walk down that alley at that time? Stupid girl. Didn’t she know better than to walk down dark alleys at night? Was she asking for trouble? “And I did want someone to talk to,” he whispered, his eyes growing misty for a moment. But the moment passed quickly, and his eyes glittered again like hard, dark stones, as he carefully trimmed the last shreds of wood to leave a wicked point.

I have had enough, he thought, slapping the shank of the stick into his palm. I have waited too long. He stood and swatted at the dirt begriming his clothes. The dust of the grave seemed to follow him wherever he went.

“But never death,” he muttered, “not for me, and never, ever love.”

Like a shadow he could only live on the edge of people’s lives, never touched or touching except to bring a cold shiver like a cloud over the sun, like a shroud over the corpse. The only time he touched, it was in death, yet that was the only thing that proved he existed at all.

“I know who’s trapped me in this hell, and I know whose blood will wash the anger from my heart and help me sleep tomorrow.”

Simon reached the shadow of the bushes in the Chestnut Street backyard, in time to see the boy climb out of his bedroom window onto the windowsill. The boy was dressed for climbing in a pair of overalls on top of a sweater. There were sneakers on his feet. So, Christopher roams tonight. A thin, glittering smile slid across Simon’s face, and he stroked the sharp stick he held.

The boy edged along the windowsill and climbed down a drainpipe with the grace of a circus performer. There was a bundle across his back. When he reached the ground he untied something, sniffed the air as if testing it, and shifted the bundle to under his arm. Simon shrank farther into the shadows. As the boy crept past the shrubbery, Simon disincorporated slightly to blend in with the night. He would follow the boy to a more deserted spot, where a single cry would not set windows blazing with light.

Christopher walked with a purpose, once he reached the street. He kept to the inner edge of the sidewalk, away from the lights, but did not make as much effort to avoid attention as one would expect of a boy that size out late at night. The streets were mostly deserted, but outside one mock-Tudor cottage an elderly man stopped while unlatching the gate and stared at Christopher, ready to make comment. Simon, from across the street, could not see what kind of look Christopher gave the man, but it killed his question in his throat. He continued through his gate with a shrug of the shoulders.

Sometimes they slipped through dark backyards, both mere shimmers against the night. Too near houses, Simon thought, but I must reach him soon. The boy would sometimes stop and look around him puzzledly, as if seeking something. Shift, shift, Simon would urge his molecules, and drift into the night. But not too much, he warned himself, or I shall lose my thoughts as well.

He had lost himself like that once, for the devil knows how long. He had totally lost touch and drifted off until a rapidly changing air current had thrown him together again, and landed him naked in a roaring campfire. He had fled into the woods with the cries of alarmed hunters behind him, one screaming his Hail Marys at the top of his lungs. Simon shuddered now at the memory of the awful burn on his leg that slowed his hunting for weeks. It would be worse, he thought as he crept from tree to tree, to be a semisapient cloud, never quite able to get back together again into corporeal form.

Christopher climbed a stone wall. Simon followed at a careful distance, scrambling up, hindered somewhat by the broom handle he held in one hand. Crouching at the top of the wall, he saw the boy turn from the street beyond and go left down Old Market Street toward the train station. With Christopher out of sight he did not slither down, but leapt in a joyful bound to the sidewalk and bounced his landing with animal grace, waving the sharpened broom handle above his head. The train station was lovely and quiet at this time of night. He hurried after so he would not lose his quarry.

Christopher stood at the entrance to the underpass, the dimly lit, tiled tunnel that led under the tracks to the ticket station in the middle, and across to the parking lot on the other side. The stairways that led to the tunnel were crooked and angular, and the light bulbs were often broken, leaving many dark corners. The entrance was well lit, however, and Christopher’s bundle now assumed the shape of a teddy bear dangling from one of his small hands.

Simon settled into the rough stone of the embankment where the streetlights did not reach. Too light up here, he thought. Maybe he’ll go down those steps. He licked his lips in anticipation.

But there was a click of heels in the distance. It came closer. A lone woman walked down the sidewalk, a smart red wool coat swaying with her determined step, a clutch purse tight in her hand. Maybe she was coming home after a date. Perhaps she had had an argument with her escort. Whatever, she was alone, and approaching the underpass. Simon stifled a groan. Not now.

She stopped when she saw Christopher. Simon heard the questioning tone of her voice, brisk yet kindly. Christopher chirped back at her, and she shook her finger at him, trying to be stern. He held a hand up to her, and she took it, unable to hide a smile. They turned and descended the underpass steps.

An oath burst from Simon. He struck out at the air with his pole and ran lightly for the tunnel mouth. He heard voices ahead, around the turn of the steps, and followed, shutting his senses against the damp, and the reek of old urine.

The woman’s shoes clattered an echo in the chill air. Their voices ricocheted. The last train had come through an hour ago, so there was no thunder of wheels to challenge or drown them. Simon slunk silently behind. The station was closed for the night. The only ones possibly here would be the teenagers armed with spray paint, who declared their undying love all over the seeping walls, but no one ever saw them.

Simon turned to the left for the second flight down. The landing was dark; the light bulb smashed. Ahead he could see the woman and the child, down the tunnel, in a pool of light that seemed as if it could not quite break through the dirt. They were near the dark maw of the steps that led off to the right, to the platform. The mottled tunnel continued past it to the other side of the tracks, and another twisted stairway, that looked like a dead end. It felt as if it were raining above, when it hadn’t rained for days. The floor was slimy in places. There were parts of the wall that looked cheesy, provoking the disquieting thought that if a person touched one of those places, his arm might sink in to the elbow.

All of a sudden the boy tripped and fell. He cried out in fear. The woman gasped, looked quickly around her in repulsion, but knelt on the filthy floor at his side anyway, laying down her purse beside his tumbled teddy bear? Simon stood in the shadows and watched the scene with a sneer on his face, his hands clutched tightly around the pole.

The boy was crying. He reached out to the woman, and she took him in her arms to comfort him. He burrowed himself into her coat, as if searching for warmth, while she patted him on the back. His head nestled in the hollow of her throat. His arms went around her neck—tightly.

Then she tried to pull back. Her eyes grew wide. She pulled at his arms, but they wouldn’t release. She tugged at them harder. They were like a vise. She pushed at his head, but it wouldn’t move. It was fast to the side of her neck. She started to scream. “You disgusting beast! You foul little animal!”

Her arms flailed wildly, her legs kicked, but she couldn’t remove him. She tried to roll, but he had her pinned on her back with abnormal strength. He wound his hand in her hair to pull her head back more, and she tried to scream again, but it turned to a rattling gurgle as blood came out of her nose.

He moved his chin into her neck with a rhythmic push as if milking her. Her legs only twitched slightly now. Her arms lay useless at her sides. Her life flowed rapidly out of her veins into the small leech astride her.

Simon felt sick. He could almost hear the slurping and gulping of Christopher’s gluttony. He couldn’t take them gently. He couldn’t take what he needed and leave the rest, leave some life. He had to take every drop they had and defile them in the process. He wasn’t content with the blood, he wanted to feed on their fear. This woman had been let off easy, though. Simon had seen Christopher do much worse.

The woman’s legs gave one last twitch, then lay still. An arm curved up, then fell to the ground with a meaty thud. Christopher dragged his head from her throat. He had his back to Simon.

Now, Simon thought, while he’s sated with blood. He descended the stairs, his face grim. He raised the broom handle to waist level with both hands—a sharpened stake—and began a careful advance up the tunnel.

Christopher reached for something in the pocket of his dungarees. He pulled out a knife and quickly slit the woman’s throat to disguise the fang marks. He wiped the knife on her coat, streaking a clashing smear into the wool blend. He stood up, still facing away, and pulled an arm across his mouth.

Simon drew closer, and closer still.

Christopher kicked the woman in the chest and grunted satisfaction.

Simon was almost there. He was too intent on his purpose to see the purse, and it skittered along the ground at his kick. Simon stopped, aghast. Christopher spun around to face him.

“Simon,” he said, and was momentarily shocked, but he altered his tone to pleasant surprise. “How nice to see you again, dear. And so well prepared.” He laughed, but it turned into a shrill giggle. His clothes began to writhe, bulge, and collapse. His face seemed to shrivel. The giggle changed to high-pitched squealing. All at once there was just a pile of clothes on the ground.

Simon dived for it, but a black shape struggled from the neck of the sweater and flapped to the ceiling. He threw the stake at it, but it flittered unharmed out of the tunnel, still squealing.

Simon cursed in every language he knew. He bent and picked up the pair of abandoned Oshkosh overalls, then flung them to the ground in frustration. The despicable boy could have transmuted his clothes too. One of their kind could shift the molecules of anything in close contact. He had left the clothes to taunt Simon.

Simon spat. He had better not linger with this corpse. He glanced over at the woman, shuddering at her grimace of death. There was something under her. Despite his repulsion he went over to explore.

It was the teddy bear, now spotted with blood. Simon picked it up. It was lumpy and hard, not a comfortable toy. There was a rip under one arm, and something pattered to the floor—soil. Simon smiled, then a chuckle rose to his lips. Soil.

Wham! Stars in his head. Blackness. He fell.

“I forgot something,” a small, hard voice said, and the bear was snatched from Simon’s hands.

“Thanks for the use of the stick,” called the voice from far away.

His vision cleared before he had finished retching. The clothes were gone, but the stake lay at his feet where it had fallen after the blow. When the dry heaves abated, he pulled himself to his feet, using the slimy wall. He couldn’t stay here.

It hurt his head terribly to move, but he did anyway. He had to find a place to hide. At least he had found out something important: if Christopher carried the soil with him, it was his last. He was afraid of losing it, and that was his weak spot. There would be many sleepless days if he lost it, and it would be a long journey to replace that native soil. He would become weaker and weaker along the way. Many things could happen in that time. If someone were to get hold of that soil …

But now that Christopher knew he was here, the wretch would be more alert. It would be harder than ever to trick him, almost impossible. Meanwhile, he’d start plans to move on. I’ve failed again, Simon thought. I’ll never beat him. It was so unfair. With all he’d done, he’d never pay the price.

I’m so alone, he thought miserably. I’ll be alone forever. There’s no one to share my burden and make it lighter. He thought of Zoë, and the glimmer of life she kindled in him that he thought had been doused for good. It was useless. It could never be. The beast in him would not allow it, but he craved her nevertheless.

“If only. “He sighed.
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Zoë

It wasn’t until the first trick-or-treaters came that Zoë realized it was Halloween. When the doorbell rang, she had opened the door, puzzled, only to be confronted by a huddle of little goblins and witches. A smiling man waited for them by the front gate. All the children would be supervised this year.

“Wait a minute,” she’d said, trying to cover her fluster, and raced to find her mother’s stash of Three Musketeers bars.

The chocolate bars, and a bag of cookies she’d found in the back of a kitchen cabinet, had lasted through the first wave of tramps, monsters, and ghouls. Now she was down to the three jars of pennies her father kept on his dresser top. The pennies earned her some hostile looks. She was glad that the children were mostly young. If they hadn’t been, she’d have been sure to gain a trick or two tonight.

In between visitors she had changed into a long black evening gown of her mother’s and combed her black hair carefully around her face. I hope the added atmosphere will take their minds off the lousy treats, she thought. It still needed something, however. She went to the hall closet and rummaged through her jacket pockets. She pulled out the small mottled box, opened it, and tied the crucifix Lorraine had given her around her neck with its red ribbon. Her reflection in the hall mirror pleased her, yet she touched a finger to the pendant sadly.

They hadn’t spoken in two days. In fact, Zoë hadn’t even seen Lorraine at school except for once in the hall yesterday, and Lorraine had turned on her heel and walked away. It was a relief, actually. She wouldn’t have known what to say, how to explain.

I have to apologize, she told herself, just as she’d told herself over and over yesterday. But no matter how often she said it, she still couldn’t seem to do anything.

“I’m such a jerk,” she suddenly said out loud, and snatched up the phone.

The number jabbed automatically from her fingers, then she waited, almost holding her breath. The third ring was cut off short.

“Hello?”

“Diane.” A reprieve, she thought. Time to ease into it. “Is Lorraine there?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Zoë. She’s spending the night at her mother’s.” She didn’t sound sorry at all. “She won’t be back till tomorrow morning.”

“Well, thanks, Diane, maybe I can call her there.”

“I’m not sure that’s a great idea, Zoë. It’s their last night together for a while, you know. Monica probably wants Lorraine to herself tonight, not chattering forever on the phone. Be considerate, babe.”

Like you care, Zoë thought. “Well, okay. Thanks.”

“No problem. Bye.” Diane hung up.

“Yeah, no problem,” Zoë mumbled. Now, where was her phone book? She found it in the drawer and flicked through to find the number, but when she found it she started having second thoughts. Maybe Diane was right for once. Maybe she shouldn’t call. I might not see her again, she thought. I can’t let her leave on these terms. But Lorraine wouldn’t be spending Halloween with her mother if I hadn’t been such a turd, Zoë decided. She probably doesn’t want to talk to me. She snapped the phone book shut.

She already missed Lorraine dreadfully. I don’t want to be alone, she thought. She reopened the phone book tentatively and leafed through, looking for someone else to call. She realized that most of the girls she had listed were Lorraine’s friends really, there was nobody she kept up with herself, and anyway, anyone in touch with reality would already have plans. As she leafed through the giltedged pages, she ran across Carol’s number. Maybe she’d call her mother’s friend. Carol is always kind, she thought, and I was pretty intense the last time I saw her. But the line was busy. She shut the book again and tossed it back into the drawer.

Zoë was looking through her parents’ records for some spooky organ music, when the next group came. Among them was a nasty little girl in a nurse’s uniform, who poked her tongue out when she saw the pennies being tipped into her bag. She’s lucky to get anything, Zoë thought. It’s that or popcorn, and I know which one I would prefer. She found the record she was looking for after they left.

The doorbell rang again, and Zoë dispensed more pennies. The organ music seemed to be quite effective—eyes blinked, and bags were held out hesitantly. She hammed it up a bit with the witches’ lines from Macbeth, as she dropped the pennies into the bags. Eye of newt was much more interesting than copper coins.

The second jar of pennies was now half empty, and the groups arrived farther and farther apart. Zoë was getting sick of the organ music, so she turned the stereo off.

The bell rang again, and she opened the door.

Simon.

She slammed the door shut. Her heart pounded in her chest.

He knocked this time.

“Go away.”

“Please.” She heard him faintly, muffled by the door. “Please let me in.”

“Go away, or I’ll call the police.” She shot the dead bolt home, trembling.

“Why?” The voice was louder.

“You know why.” She leaned against the door, as if helping the locks to hold. Oh, God, I wish Lorraine was here, she thought.

“You would have told the police about me already, if you were going to.”

“How do you know I didn’t?” She hadn’t, though. What could she tell them—she felt herself blush—that she had stupidly walked down a dark alley, at night, where there had been a murder, and seen a boy eating a bird? If she was crazy enough to go there, would they believe what she saw? “How do you know they’re not waiting for me to let them know if you turn up?”

“Zoë, I’ve lived the darkest lie of all.” His voice was sad. “I can recognize a lie.”

Why did she believe him? “I can call them right now.” She groped for a reason. “I’ll say you’re trying to break in.”

“But I can’t come in unless you invite me.”

She heard a catch in his words, something like anguish. It didn’t stop her from stepping toward the phone. His statement was absurd.

“It was just a bird, Zoë. You could see the feathers, surely?” It sounded as if he was kneeling by the mail slot now, because his voice was clearer.

She froze. He knew exactly what was bothering her, as if he had read her mind. She pictured again his beautiful face smeared with blood. Yes, she had remembered the feathers later. She had seen no body, no human body, only crushed feathers.

“I was hungry.” He sounded miserable.

She shuddered. What kind of person ate raw birds? Could he be that desperate and hungry? Was he homeless and destitute enough to do that? Her disgust was almost tempered with pity. Or was he really sick, crazy sick? The pity fled, and she was shaking again. There had been a body later on that night, in another place. She had read about it in the newspaper the next day. Her mouth was unbearably dry.

“If you’re sick enough to do that, you might do other things. You might be the killer they’re looking for.” There, it was out. Let him know she was on to him. She turned, hugged herself, and leaned with her back against the door.

“That’s not me!” He sounded indignant.

“Maybe not”—though she wasn’t sure about that—“but you’re weird.”

“I’ll grant you that,” he said quietly. There was silence just long enough to make her hope he’d left. She turned to the door again and cautiously bent down to the mail slot to look out.

“I know who the killer is.”

She jerked upright, sucking her breath in sharply. Was it him? Was he playing games with her? “Then tell the police.”

“They wouldn’t believe me.”

“Then why tell me?”

“I don’t know yet. I thought you could help.”

“Help what, for Christ’s sake? Bring him to justice?”

“I have to.” His voice was hoarse with emotion. She was shocked by the intensity of his feelings. She slowly crouched on the other side of the mail slot, trying to make sense of the confusion she felt. A minute ago she thought he was a crazed killer; now she was wondering if he wasn’t an aspiring, lunatic vigilante. God knows what was pushing him so hard. Was it delusion?

“Why do you care so much?” she asked, almost before she realized she was speaking out loud.

“He killed my mother.” The voice broke.

My God, Zoë thought. I believe him. I don’t want to, but I do.

“He’s the cause of my loneliness.”

Tears stung her eyes.

“But you’ve been spying on me.” Dammit, she wasn’t going to feel sorry for him; he was dangerous, crazy. “You were on my back steps. Why?”

He didn’t even try to deny it. “Because you talked to me, and I felt like a person again. Maybe I hoped to catch a glimpse of you through the window. Maybe I hoped you would come out, and we could talk again. I don’t know. Perhaps being close to you made me feel safe and real. Zoë, please let me in. I need you.”

She could feel the truth of it in his voice. If she turned from him, would it be an act of cowardice, another hospital room she couldn’t cross?

She stood up and pulled back the dead bolt. Oh, God, she thought, I’m letting a crazy boy into the house, a crazy boy who eats birds. She slowly opened the door.

He was tall and slim. Beneath his tight black jeans and leather jacket she could sense lean, powerful muscles. Motionless, yet taut with energy, he was like a dancer a breath before movement. His dark clothing emphasized the pallor of his finely sculptured face and the ashy silver of his hair, fluffed to an almost airy, spiky texture. He reminded her of a thoroughbred animal gone feral. His eyes glittered to match the sparkling of the metal studs in the jacket he wore. She couldn’t tell if it was just the light, or if he had tears in his eyes, like she did. But he winced as if the light from the house were too bright, and averted his face before she could tell for sure. That’s when she noticed he was carrying something under his arm. It appeared to be a painting.

He held out a slender hand to her, but he made no move to enter. “You have to invite me in,” he said. “I can’t come in unless you ask.” He waited for her answer with eyes lowered.

There was probably a name for this type of behavior in psychology textbooks, she decided. “Come in, Simon.”

A smile lit his face, although he seemed too shy to look at her.

That face could break a heart, she thought. It was suddenly hard to think of him as a murderer.

“You had better sit down,” she said, and wondered where to take him. She led him to the den, and he gazed around as he followed her. “Would you like something to drink?” She was unsure of this new role as hostess.

He glanced at her, then smiled faintly. “I’ve been fed at the breast of death, and no other food now can sustain me.

She giggled nervously. “Is that yes or no?” Good grief, listen to me, she thought. How sophisticated.

“Sorry,” he said stiffly. “It’s something I wrote once. I never thought I’d see the day when an opportunity arose to use it. I couldn’t resist.”

He writes? Her eyebrows went up a little.

“I am not illiterate,” he said, piqued at catching her surprise, in another of his swift glances. “And I don’t want any of your beverages.”

“Well, I think I’ll have something.” She left to get a Coke. He’s as jittery as I am, she thought. She took her time in the kitchen, time to steady her nerves and take a few deep breaths.

When she came back, he was fiddling with the radio. The painting he had carried in was propped up on the couch. He found a rock station that seemed to suit him and came over to stand next to her in front of the gilt-framed portrait. He still wouldn’t look at her, and it was beginning to bother her.

He reached out as if to put an arm around her shoulders, and she stepped aside hastily. “No,” he said, sounding anxious to reassure her. “I just want your necklace.”

She wondered why, so she stood still as his fingers nimbly untied the knot and freed the crucifix from around her neck. He dangled it gingerly by its ribbon at arm’s length and, for the first time since he had entered, looked her full in the face. Without taking his eyes from her, he deposited the crucifix in a ceramic jar on the coffee table, with uncanny accuracy. “The dress is beautiful, but that thing doesn’t suit you.”

She was angry but afraid to protest. Let it lie, she thought. It’s not important enough to fight over. And she moved away to sit in an easy chair with the coffee table between them.

To her relief he didn’t follow, but sat on the couch and looked around the room. He relaxed into the cushions like a cat at home, all nervousness now gone. He seemed especially interested in the paintings on the walls. He rubbed his hands as if warming them by a fire. “I have a painting too,” he said unnecessarily.

The Ramones filled the air around them with pulsing music. “I love rock,” he said. “I have ever since it started. There’s something elemental about it. It’s the pounding of blood through veins. Before that there was the blues, and jazz—I liked that, too, but not this way. Not this heart-thumping way. They didn’t allow music in the village I was born in, you know, but I’ve had plenty of time to make it up since.”

“Psychotherapy. Psychotherapy,” the lyrics pounded.

He turned dreamily to face the painting he had set up on the couch. “I wanted you to see this.”

Slow motion, Zoë thought.

“Come look.” He beckoned her.

Curiosity lured her, and she knelt on the floor in front of the couch, pushing the small glass-topped table askew with her feet. The frame was battered and chipped, and one corner had been crushed. The painting within looked old. It was a family portrait: a stern man in black, with a large white collar, stood by a chair where a woman, also in black, sat with a baby in her lap. A small boy of about six stood proudly in front of his father, dressed in the same severe clothes. He reminded her of someone. The painting was full of shadows. The furniture was sensible, and their expressions somber. Well, perhaps not the woman’s. It seemed like she was trying very hard not to smile; her eyes sparkled, as if she were too merry to stay solemn for long.

Zoë looked up questioningly at Simon.

“My family,” he said.

“You mean your ancestors?”

“My parents and brother.”

Zoë frowned. She wasn’t sure if she really felt like dealing with this. “Like those fake old photos you can have taken?” she asked. “Dressed up like cowboys or something?”

Simon turned the painting around and handed it to her. There was faded brown writing on the back, a date—1651—and words that curled in unexpected ways. Edmund Bristol Gentleman and his ladie wyfe (she couldn’t read this part) their sons (unintelligible again).

“It was the year Old Rowley came back behind a Scottish army,” Simon said. She stared at him. “He became Charles II,” he explained, “but not that year. Cromwell sent him running at Worcester.”

Zoë waved him quiet, impatiently. “What does that prove? People can fake that stuff.”

He took back the painting firmly and turned it around again. He looked at it longingly. “That’s me,” he said, pointing at the baby.

Oh, no, she thought.

“And that’s your killer,” he said, pointing at the other child. “My brother, Christopher.”

“How can you expect me to believe that?” she cried, and started to stand up. He grabbed her hand in an icy grip and held her there while he awkwardly slid the painting between the end table and the couch. This was a mistake, she thought, a stupid mistake.

“He waits by dark places,” Simon continued.

Oh, no, it’s not you. Please, it’s not you, Zoë begged silently.

“He tells women he’s lost, then he takes advantage of their kind hearts.” Simon’s eyes burned, terrifying her. “He leads them into the dark and slaughters them, then cuts their throats.” His grip tightened with the urgency of his words. “He looks like a child, but he’s old as sin, and he’s bloated with filth and corruption. They think he’s only a child.”

Zoë grew colder and colder, as if the chill of his hand were seeping into her. She saw back to the little boy at the alley’s mouth, talking to Lorraine. “I’m lost,” he had told her. She trembled. He’s tricking me somehow, she thought. But no, she’d never told him about that. How could he know? My God, she realized. It could have been Lorraine lying there dead. No, it wasn’t true.

“He killed my mother,” Simon was saying. “She was overjoyed to have him again, but he killed his own mother in the filthiest way. And he knew who she was. I have followed him for a long time, and now I have found him. But I failed, Zoë. I tried to kill him, and I failed. What am I to do?”

Let me go, she wanted to scream.

His grip softened. His hand moved up her arm. She tried to move back but found herself leaning forward instead. She saw a crackling of summer lightning in his eyes—the heat lightning she had felt the night he walked her home. He needed her. After weeks of not feeling needed by others, it seemed welcome. His lips touched hers, cool, soft, almost chaste. I can’t believe I’m doing this, she thought. He moaned slightly, as if it were his first kiss, long denied, and she gently folded into him while he put his arms around her. Her mouth parted. He nibbled her lip.

“Ouch!” She pushed him away.

His eyes were large, dark, and compelling. He blinked, and suddenly she felt like she was waking from a dream. He looked ashamed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I made you kiss me. I wasn’t going to. I wanted you to come to me of your own free will. But the chance was slipping away. I was afraid I was losing any chance with you.”

“That’s absurd,” she said indignantly. “You didn’t make me kiss you.” Her heart beat fast, and her lip tingled where he had bitten her. “What makes you think you could do that?”

“I am not like you,” he said. “I am not human anymore, I think.”

She frowned. She didn’t want to be reminded of his strangeness; she wanted to be held, and to forget it. She had never enjoyed a kiss like that before. She climbed up beside him on the couch, but embarrassed by her desire to be kissed, she found she couldn’t look at him directly. She absently brushed her mouth, and it left a smear of blood on her hand. He leaned to her and gently licked her lip. She felt like she was melting, but he shivered as if he were cold. She pulled back, afraid of her response.

“I will tell you a story,” he said, with a slight tremble to his voice, “and then you will believe me.”
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Simon

Simon turned off the radio. No distractions now, he thought, no matter how much I like the music. Motorhead was abruptly silenced. He settled back on the couch next to Zoë and began his tale.

“I was born in a village outside Bristol—that’s in the west of England. My father owned a fair amount of land, upon which he raised sheep, and he sold cloth locally. But he was ambitious.” Simon saw Zoë sink into the cushions, relaxing into the tale.

“In those days Parliament ruled. The old king was dead, and the king-to-be still in exile. They were grim times, when the slightest hint of pleasure was condemned as sin. The maypole was cut down, and Christmas was forbidden except as a fast. This made life difficult for my mother, because she had a happy nature, and was fond of dance and song, but was forced to wear dark colors and keep a solemn look on her face in public. Yet in her own home she sang to her children at night, and the neighbors be damned. She had a merry laugh, and all who knew her said it was hard not to join her in a prank.” Simon reached over the arm of the couch and stroked the picture frame gently as he talked. It was all he had left of her.

“My father’s business was just starting to do well when I was an infant, so he commissioned this portrait to record his good fortune. It was shortly after this portrait was painted that Wulfram von Grab came into our lives.” Simon’s spine stiffened. He saw Zoë look at him curiously, and tried to relax.

“My father would always say that, whatever else the faults of puritan rule, the Lord Protector had opened up more chance of trade in Europe than any of the Stuart kings. Businessmen with political good sense were offered a golden opportunity to succeed, and my father took more and more trips to the city. On one of those trips he met von Grab. Von Grab said he could help my father take advantage of the thriving market for British broadcloth on the Continent, in return for a percentage, of course. Since he had contacts my father could benefit from, my father brought him home to discuss it further.”

Simon saw the question on Zoë’s face before she voiced it. How would he know all this? “Of course, I only heard of this when I was older, and in dribs and drabs, but I gathered enough to put the story together.

“Von Grab was a tall, pale man, with a mane of dark hair—rumored to be a frivolous wig—and darker eyes. He moved gracefully and punctuated his animated conversation with quick gestures of his long, elegant hands. He made himself a pleasant guest and won my mother over quickly with jokes and songs. He was, in turn, quite taken with my brother, Christopher.

“No matter how charming my parents found von Grab, the servants thought him odd. Whether this was because he was European, or because he was truly eccentric, they couldn’t say, but at a time when people rose at dawn, he slept past noon, and while the family went to bed not much after dusk, they knew that he was awake well into the night. He hardly ate at all, claiming a weak digestion, although he liked a good red wine; and he never attended chapel. But he had plenty of money, and was likely to make my father rich, so his strangeness was overlooked.

“Von Grab rarely ventured outside, but he did enjoy sitting by the fire after supper, spinning a tale or two, and even the few servants would creep into the shadowed drawing-room to hear his fanciful stories.

“They say Christopher was spellbound. He would sit at the visitor’s feet, or on his knee, and beg for one more tale. While Mother looked on amused, von Grab would laugh and tousle Christopher’s light brown hair—the hair that is now white—and call him his sweet angel, his little Fledermaus. Christopher spent as much time as possible with him. My mother judged von Grab to be an affectionate man and chided him gently for not having a wife.”

Zoë shifted restlessly, and Simon motioned for her to be still. “I’m getting to the point.

“One night my father’s manservant was slipping secretly through the hall to visit the scullery maid, when he heard soft voices on the upstairs landing. Creeping partway up the stairs, he saw von Grab at his door, talking to Christopher, who stood there in his nightshirt, looking small and hollow-eyed in the candlelight. The servant assumed the boy had had a nightmare and gone for reassurance to his friend, so he withdrew. He was not eager for anyone to know he was up and about at this hour.

“Perhaps von Grab knew he had been seen and thought the seeds of suspicion had been sown, or perhaps he couldn’t wait any longer. I can only imagine. But the next night he left after all were sleeping, taking only a few belongings on his black mare, and nobody knew until the morning after, when the whole household was searching for Christopher.

“That morning the child’s bed had been discovered empty by the housemaid, and he couldn’t be found anywhere. Finally, when my mother was thoroughly panicked and the house was in an uproar, my father’s manservant had to put aside his embarrassment and tell what he had seen. My father knocked on von Grab’s door, but no one responded, and the door opened easily onto an empty room. The bed had not been slept in. Wulfram von Grab had gone, and Christopher with him.”

Zoë leaned toward Simon. Her expression was serious and intent. He had her within his tale now.

“My father wrote letters frantically to the men von Grab had always mentioned as his associates, and sent them off by servant to the nearest posthouse. Messengers were dispatched to the ports. Then he left for Bristol, to visit the inn where he had met von Grab. But no one had seen the foreigner, and a search of Bristol proved useless. My father had to come back, lackluster, to his business, and trust in God and his letters.

“One by one his messengers returned with nothing to report, and when the replies to his letters came back, they plunged him into despair. None of those men even knew who von Grab was. ‘How can this be?’ my father asked all around him. He was too godly and innocent to see harm in a man’s attentions to a young boy. He could never have conceived of what came later.

“With nothing more to do, gradually the household fell back into its normal routine. But really, it would never be the same. My father announced that we should put the tragedy behind us, and flung himself mindlessly into his work. His business flourished, and even one of von Grab’s supposed contacts offered to sponsor my father’s ventures on the Continent, when he heard the painful tale. My father grew richer, but always, anyone who traveled for him had strict orders—to look for Christopher.

“My mother never ceased mourning. Her smiles were fewer, and she became nervous, jumping if even a branch scraped a window.” Simon tried hard to visualize the mother who had loved him so long ago, but he couldn’t see her face anymore, except by looking at the picture, although he remembered her softness and warmth. He sighed. “And she loved me with a desperate fierceness that even a small child found binding at times. She had not protected her firstborn, so she seldom let me out of her sight. Perhaps God was punishing her; she didn’t know. When the villagers whispered it must be our family’s sin that had led to this tragedy, she stopped going to chapel on Sundays. She would punish God.

“Then, when I was four years old, she started seeing Christopher—peering in the window at night, hiding in the shadows of a darkened room, or standing outside in the moonlight. ‘There he is,’ she’d cry. At first my father would jump to look, or a servant would rush outdoors, but there was never anyone there. Soon they just shook their heads. My father would stroke her hair sadly and try to comfort her, but she would get more and more hysterical as people refused to believe her.

“One of my few, and most vivid, memories of my mother is of her sitting me in my father’s wooden chair one night. ‘Be a good boy,’ I can still hear her say. ‘Stay right there. I will not be long.’ She was smiling, I think. I remember because it was so unusual. She opened a window and called to someone outside; then she left the room, left me in the cold night breeze coming through the casement. I never saw her again.” Simon realized he was holding himself against that remembered cold. But that cold is always with me now, he thought.

“They found her later, in the garden, with her throat slashed.”

Zoë drew in her breath sharply and held her hand to her own throat. The movement caught Simon’s eye. He reached over and lowered her hand. Her eyes were large, and he found compassion there. How strange, and wonderful, and sad to tell this story to someone after so long a time, and have her care, he thought. He wanted to touch her face, but he kept his hands to himself. He wouldn’t distract from his tale.

“I was cuddled and cosseted by all, and didn’t understand the tears, but I had enough of my own for many nights after, when my mother never answered my calls. She was a sweet and gentle woman with a happy spirit; she’d never deserved her lot in life.

“Soon after that my father moved our household to the city of Bristol. He couldn’t bear to live in that house any longer. He made a good profit from the land he sold and added several imports to his business. I was under the care of servants mostly—we had more now—and I hardly ever saw my father. I remember being angry at him for not making my mama stay, but maybe I was more frightened that he himself wouldn’t come back. Who’s to say? But we were never close after that time.

“We didn’t stay in Bristol for long. In my eighth year, the same year Cromwell died, my father decided it would be better for his business if we moved to London. We were settling into our new house on Eweskin Lane at the same time that the new king was settling back into Whitehall.

“As I grew up, wrestling with the classics under the rule of a strict tutor, London was changing drastically from the city it had been under the Commonwealth. A springtime came to the city, and the people shed their blacks and whites and bloomed with bright colors. When plague and the Great Fire left us unscathed, my father decided that perhaps now God would allow us some measure of peace.

“But as I became a young man, I wasn’t much to my father’s liking. The clothes he wore were still understated grays and browns, although of the finest cloth. I, however, fell in tune with the times and spent my ample allowance on the bright silks and laces that were again the fashion. I was always ready to buy a garter to set off my shapely calf.” Zoë smiled. “But I ignored my father’s pleas to continue my studies, or even to join him in the business. ‘You have made the money,’ I would say, ‘what need you of me?’

“I took to parading at Covent Garden and the Royal Exchange with the gallants and fops, and hoped to become friends with some titled gentleman. I expect they called me an upstart tradesman’s son behind my back, but I was witty and had the money to buy them drink, so I was hailed heartily whenever I showed up.

“There was a tavern where my friends liked to while away the evening. It was called the Boar and Charter, but for a joke we called it the Whore and Garter, because there were willing young ladies there who would share our supper, and more. I would dawdle there long past decent hours and would come home late, often the worse for drink. This upset my father, and we had many fights over it, which only encouraged me to stay away more. But he never had the heart to take away my funds, although he threatened to disinherit me more than once. I was spoiled and didn’t know it. It seemed to me that he always had more time for his business than for me. I suppose it was his way of blocking out his pain, but I thought he didn’t love me. If my mother had been alive, it would have been different.

“In those days there were few lamps lit on the street, and it wasn’t safe to walk alone at night; but for a few pennies you could hire a linkboy to light you home. Some of them loitered outside the tavern, waiting for customers. I often used them. There was one, though, a pale waif, younger than the rest and new to the trade, who had a habit of staring at me. I had no idea why, but it made me shudder, and I avoided him.”

Simon stopped for a moment, wrinkling his brow. He wanted to remember everything. It had happened so long ago, sometimes it seemed more like a dream. Zoë sipped her drink that had sat untouched for a while. “Go on,” she said. He picked up a small ashtray from the table and shifted it from hand to hand as he searched for the words.

“One night, when I left the tavern, drunk as usual, there was a scuffle at the corner. Two linkboys were fighting. The larger one yelped and ran off, and the small, pale boy approached me with a lamp. ‘Want a light, yer lordship?’ I laughed at his nerve, too drunk to be particular, and waved him on in front of me, mumbling my destination. I stumbled along after him and had to stop more than once to piss against a wall. Once I fell heavily into a post at the street edge and swore like a Wapping waterman, a skill I was proud of.

“There was a fog rolling in, but I was too numb to feel the chill. ‘You’re awful young for this game, nipper,’ I called. ‘I’m older than I look, yer lordship,’ he said. Soon the fog was so thick that the boy’s lamp barely fought back the darkness. A sudden squall of rain spattered me, and I must have groaned, for the boy turned to look at me. ‘Feelin’ all right, sir?’ he asked, and suddenly I wasn’t.”

Simon smacked the ashtray down on the tabletop. Zoë flinched and moved the ashtray away from him. “Sorry,” he muttered. “But I know it wasn’t just the drink that made me sick. He was doing something to me. My stomach felt queer and my head hot. The boy’s eyes were swirling orbs that seemed to bulge hugely while his body receded. I tore my gaze from him and looked about me. I wasn’t sure where we were.

“ ‘You’re ill, sir,’ he said, taking my hand in his cold little fist. ‘There’s a gentleman I know lives near here. He’ll take ‘ee in.’ He began to lead me, and I followed, wishing more than anything to lie down.

“ ‘Where are we?’ I asked, but then we were at a door, and the waif was knocking. He stared at me intently while we waited for an answer, and I began to sway. I remember vaguely the door opening, the boy whispering to a nightcapped maid, then burly arms around me. Someone must have put me to bed, for all I remember then is the nightmare.

“I was spinning. There was something buzzing around my head—a giant fly. I kept on hitting at it, but it wouldn’t go away. It kept on brushing at my face with black whiskers, biting at me, and it smelled like carrion.

“I woke several times to find myself in a bedchamber, with a terrible itching about my neck and shoulders, but I felt so weak, I could never keep my eyes open. One time there was a man beside my bed. He was dark and handsome, like our king, with a black mustache and a long curling wig, yet he had the palest face. I was a little more aware this time and tried to talk, but all that came out was a croak.

“ ‘Calm, calm,’ he said in a voice strangely soothing, despite its guttural tone. He stroked my head with long fingers. ‘You have a fever.’ He made a motion, and the linkboy came into my line of vision. ‘My imp here will feed you broth for your strength.’

“I was confused. Was the child a street boy, or this man’s servant? But my eagerness for the broth wiped away my questions, and I slobbered like an infant. The soup loosened my throat. ‘My father?’ I was finally able to ask.

“ ‘We have sent a message,’ the man said. ‘You gave the boy your address, remember? He will come when he can.’ I didn’t remember, but neither did I think my father would rush to be by my side. They must have seen the look of derision on my face. ‘A man’s business can’t always wait,’ the man said, and left the room as if taking his own advice.

“I noticed blood on the sheet. ‘You were scratching yourself in your delirium,’ the boy said, following my eyes. ‘I almost bound your hands.’

“I would have asked for my clothes, but I was suddenly overcome with drowsiness again, and fell into another fitful sleep.

“I don’t know how long I was there, but it must have been days. The dreams plagued me, but the boy was always there when I woke. One time I saw the man come in and curse, as if taken by surprise. He cuffed the boy and sent broth splattering across the room. Before I lost consciousness, I heard him say, ‘No more soup.’ But I took that for a dream also, because the boy came often to feed me, and when he did I felt stronger.” Simon took Zoë’s hands, and held them as if belief were something he could send her through his fingertips.

“Then, one night, I briefly broke through the dreams.” His grip tightened as he talked. “And I found myself clutched to the breast of my elegant host.” He couldn’t look at her now, while he told her this. He didn’t want to see the disgust he felt echoed on her face. “There was sharp pain at my throat where his head lay. I started to struggle and to make noise, even then misinterpreting his actions, my young manhood offended. He pulled away and hit me. He looked furious. It wasn’t the look of a sane man. His face was flushed, his eyes were red, and blood smeared his mouth. Then he saw the fear in me, and his lips drew back in a delighted snarl—they revealed dripping yellowed fangs.”

Zoë pulled her hands from Simon with a squeak of protest and rubbed her fingers. Simon glanced in surprise at his own hands, yet continued speaking.

“ ‘Perhaps I was too enthusiastic tonight,’ the man said, his anger turning to amusement. There are a few nights left in you yet, I should not ruin them.’ He left me screaming hoarsely but too weak to move. I must have fainted.

“I awoke to find the boy there beside me. I cringed away. The soup will return your strength for only so long,’ he said matter-of-factly, ‘and that time has passed. If you wish to escape my master, then further actions are necessary.’

“ ‘What?’ I whispered, hope rising. But then I was suspicious. ‘Why?’

“ ‘Because he beats me. Because he holds from me what I desire. Because I hate him. Is that enough? I am tired of doing his dirty work and luring prey like you to his den, because he’s so disgustingly old and jaded, it bores him to do it himself.’

“It would save my life, so I nodded acceptance, and the boy told me his plan. ‘He cannot feast upon his own. If I make you like him, he cannot kill you.’

“I did not think it possible to be sicker than I already was, but my stomach heaved.” Simon grimaced, feeling sick at the memory. “I struggled to rise. ‘No!’ I tried to cry, but it came out as a frightened squeak.

“ ‘Do you want to die?’ he whispered fiercely. ‘It’s your only choice.’ I couldn’t speak. ‘It’s not so bad,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to be a beast like him. He made me, and I’m not awful, am I?’ I moved as far away from him as I could on that tiny bed. He reached for me anxiously. ‘You don’t have to prey on humans; animals suffice. You eat animals anyway.’ I tried to shake free of him, but he held tighter. ‘It’s your only chance,’ he insisted. He stroked my clammy brow and smiled. ‘I could change you anyway, against your will, but I wouldn’t want to do that. I wouldn’t want to force you. I want to save your life.’ He repeatedly stroked my brow, lulling me, and I relaxed and foolishly took comfort in it. ‘I want to save your life,’ he repeated. ‘He’ll kill you!’

“And, Zoë, I was so frightened, so weak, and so afraid of dying, I ignored the screaming inside of me, and believed his lies. Heaven help me, I said yes.”

Simon felt her warm hand on his and realized he had not been seeing this room at all. His eyes focused on Zoë, and he felt ashamed at the compassion on her face. It was a second before he could speak again.

“He opened my shirt. I didn’t know what to expect. Quickly, he sliced my chest with a clawlike nail. I whimpered—then I saw his fangs and gave up hope. He was torturing me. He was like the other. But he swiftly snicked his own wrist and held it to my chest. Our blood mingled there as I stared down in disbelief. ‘To make sure,’ he said, and held out his wrist to me. I looked at him uncomprehendingly. ‘Suck,’ he said, and I jerked my head away. But he grasped my hair with a grip beyond the strength of a child and forced my head around. ‘For your life,’ he hissed. And choking back the bile, I drank his blood, while he lapped mine up directly above my heart. I sucked till he pulled his wrist away.

“That is the way our kind are born, Zoë. It takes the sharing of blood. Our victims, when they’re drained, well—they’re just dead. They don’t rise again. Not unless, in their final weakness, they share the blood of one of the damned.

“While I watched in horror, the boy held his arm out for me to see as the blood dried and flaked off, the skin curled back together with a will of its own, the cut on his wrist sealed, and the scar faded away into nothing. ‘No one can hurt you now,’ he said.

“And it’s true, Zoë. No matter what has happened to me, the only scar I have is the one he gave me.”

“Show me,” Zoë said, challenging him.

Simon smiled sadly. He slipped the jacket off in a creaking of leather and pulled the T-shirt over his head, tousling his hair. Zoë ran a burning finger along the scar, from above his left nipple in a streak to his right ribs. He closed his eyes. Her touch seared his marble-cold flesh deliciously, and his nipples hardened; he was aware of the cold even more because of her. He pulled her to him. Take away my cold, he thought. Make me warm again. She trembled, and he thought perhaps it was not from fear, but because she had never been held to a man’s naked chest before. Yet she wrapped her arms around him. How long, he thought, since a beautiful girl trembled for me alone, and not because of my power to hypnotize. He continued his story, holding her tight against the cold.

“I crashed into a dark and dreamless sleep; the sort of sleep where a person loses contact with his very existence. I think that was when I died.

“When I woke up again, I had changed. I felt as if a cold sun were glowing within me and growing larger. With it came power. All through that day anger built in me, as my strength grew. The animal side of me was rising. Finally, I lay there rigid, staring at the ceiling, awaiting my tormentor, not knowing yet what I would do, and terrified by my rage.

“The door finally squeaked open, and I feigned sleep, not knowing what else to do. The man came to me where I lay, and I heard his breath rasping greedily as he bent to me. His weight on the bed rolled me against him. When he put his loathed face to my neck, I was mindlessly ready to strangle him, but his fangs sank into my vein, paralyzing me for that moment. But then he wrenched back. He spat. He snarled. He pushed himself off the bed with a force that shattered the frame, and threw me against the wall. ‘Boy!’ he screamed, whirling to face the door. ‘Boy! What have you done?’

“I pulled myself across the broken bed toward him as the boy came hurtling through the door with a look of glee on his face. ‘Despicable puppy,’ my captor said. ‘You dare defy me?’ He lurched for the boy, and the beast broke through in me.” Simon saw that other room again and felt that surge of hate. “I looked around madly for a weapon and snatched what was at hand. Stumbling from the bed, I flung myself at him. I ran him through with a shard from the ruined bedpost.” Simon felt Zoë shudder as she made a sound of disgust. “He fell to the floor, jerking and twitching. His dark wig slid from his head, revealing frosty hair. His skin fell in. He shrank. He writhed. Finally he lay still, a shriveled monkey of a thing, scarcely human.

“The boy kicked the corpse and grinned. ‘How clever,’ he said. ‘Much better than what I had in mind.’ I was shaking so badly, I could hardly spare much amazement for his words.” Simon paused, aware of how tightly Zoë held him. ‘I’m rich now,’ the boy said. ‘The fool willed me all his goods, never expecting me to inherit, of course. The servants will get rid of this—I have already promised them much for their loyalty. We will have a fine time together, Simon.’

“This was the first time he had used my name. I did not remember telling it. ‘Why together?’ I asked. ‘Why me?’ And he answered, ‘When you look like a child, you need a protector, someone who stands as a guardian in others’ eyes. Who better than one’s own brother?’ “

Zoë released Simon and sat back. “Christopher,” she said.

He nodded.

“I thought so.” Yet she looked shocked.

“Yes, it all fell into place—who the man was, who this child, if I could profane the word, was.” Simon turned from Zoë. He would hate even more telling the next part. He placed his hands lightly on the coffee table and continued, head bowed, feeling the ice rise again within him.

“ ‘You will get stronger,’ Christopher told me, ‘but the color will fade from you as your blood changes. Your heart will cease to beat, yet, nevertheless, your blood will crawl through your veins. You will take in air out of habit only; you will need it to speak but not to live. And you will shun the day and its burning rays, because the daylight is for the living and the sun rejects us. You will live by night. But what power you will have! The power to suck the very essence of life itself and bend others to your will. You will live a long, long time—time enough to accumulate wealth and to afford many pleasures. We will be good together, Simon. You won’t be like Mother.’

“ ‘What do you mean?’ I demanded, dreading the answer.

“And Christopher told me. ‘Wulfram wanted me to kill her to prove I was loyal to him. I didn’t like it much and offered her a chance. But she turned from me. She didn’t love me anymore.’

“ ‘Mother?’ I said, softly at first, in shock. ‘You killed Mother?’ I asked louder. Then, ‘Mother!’ I screamed.”

Zoë shrieked and jerked back. The table had cracked. The glass was rimed with frost. Simon shook.

“I hurled myself at him, but I was slammed to the ground. I didn’t expect it from one his size. He grinned at me and gloated. ‘As I said, you will grow stronger—but not now. I am the strong one now.’ He turned.

“ ‘Oh, who do you desire for your first meal?’ he asked casually over his shoulder as he left. ‘Shall I bring home your favorite girl from that tavern of yours?’

“I pulled myself from the floor. ‘You said animals.’

“ ‘I lied,’ he said through the crack of the door. It closed, and I heard him slide a bolt home outside. It was then I realized what I had done.

“I stumbled frantically around that room looking for another way out, but there was no other door. I wrenched down drapery, meaning to flee through a window, but found none, just blank wall. I pummeled the locked door with useless fists and battered my shoulder against it, to no avail. I even tried to dig through the wall with a spoon, but the room had to be underground, with rock behind the plaster, for all the impression I made. I gave up, exhausted, and flung myself back on the shattered bed. I was trapped, and damned, with only a hideous corpse for company. Maybe that was when I started to go mad.”

Simon suddenly noticed the table and removed his hands. There were no cuts.

“He brought me a girl that night, a cringing young thing. I refused to go near her. ‘You will.’ He laughed and dragged her away.

“Yet night after night I refused, and he grew angrier each time. But I was growing weaker, and every time he brought me the offering it was harder to resist. Finally, he brought her in bound, and slashed her throat with a kitchen knife so the blood would run freely. He took his fill in front of me until his ploy worked, and the smell of fresh blood drove me wild. I made a mess of it while Christopher laughed and laughed, as if it were a great joke. But the joke was on him, for he’d given me the power to overcome him. To his surprise I knocked him aside and ran from that room, from that detested house, out into the streets.

“I ran and ran.

“I remember retching in an alley, wiping my mouth over and over with the only thing I wore, a ragged, blood-soaked shirt. But after that my mind broke with the guilt and disgust.

“I must have found my way to the outskirts of the city, to the fields, then to the woods. I don’t know how I survived. Don’t ask me what I did, because I have few memories of that time. I became a mindless animal. I did find that Christopher was right after all. You can survive on animals for a time, but it never satisfies—the hunger is never totally sated, it never leaves you, and it hurts. I know I killed people when I could find them, and anything else when I could not.

“It was years until my senses began to come back, and I made my way into the world of men again. By that time I was used to the killing, but never to the disgust afterward. As my memory returned, I swore to avenge myself on Christopher, for my mother’s sake—for mine.

“I have followed him for many years.”

“How did you trace him after all that time?” Zoë asked.

Simon smiled sadly. “It was easy, really. I followed reports of a certain type of violence—girls disappearing or found mutilated. Three times I even came face-to-face with him. I almost had him in London in the eighteen eighties, but he got away.”

“How did you get here?”

“I came over in the thirties. An ocean-liner murder reported in the paper tipped me off. I was terribly sick all the way.”

Zoë shook her head, “No, I mean this town.”

“Oh.…There was a mysterious spate of deaths at an orphanage. I had lost Christopher’s trail a year before. He had left such a disquietingly obvious trail of child pornography, it was as if he were taunting me, but suddenly there was no more evidence; the trail dead-ended just when I was getting close. The orphanage was the first clue since then.

“I went there. I had trouble at first, but because of my resemblance to Christopher, finally one of the administrators talked to me. I didn’t know what story he’d told, but I said we were separated by the courts, and he’d run away from a foster home. I explained that he wasn’t always very truthful, but that if I could just see him, I was sure we could set everything straight. She was kind but firm. This was impossible; he had gone to a home, and without any papers to prove my claim, there was nothing she could do. Why didn’t I have my social worker contact her? I don’t know what she thought I was up to, but I don’t think she believed me one bit.

“I left as if crushed, but she had invited me into her office, so I could go back. I returned that night, through a crack in her window frame, and read her files. I found out where he was, then I came here.

“I’ve been watching him, Zoë. I’ve seen what he does. You don’t want to let him roam free in your town. He drinks their blood, Zoë.”

“Like you?”

“But, Zoë, he doesn’t have to kill them. Not like that.”

“You’ve never killed anyone?” Her eyes were piercing.

Simon picked up his T-shirt and twisted it in his hands. “I told you I did. You know I did.” Then he grabbed her hand. “But I don’t have to. I can control it. He doesn’t even try. He enjoys the kill.”

Zoë took the T-shirt from him and smoothed it on her lap. “You can control it?”

“Yes, I’ve done it. I’ve lulled them into a gentle mist and sipped them slowly, then left them with breath.”

He didn’t mention the times he’d failed, when it had been so long since he’d tasted human blood that he couldn’t pull away, and had fallen into that mist along with his prey, and floated there, awakening ages later with a cold empty shell in his arms. It was always more satisfying to the end, and he’d often wondered if his kind fed as much upon the dying as upon the blood. Christopher seemed to relish it more than the blood.

“What about that crucifix?” Zoë asked. “Was it hurting you?”

“Oh, no.” He rubbed at his arm guiltily, as if it itched, an excuse to avert his eyes. “Just an old wives’ tale. You can’t believe everything you read. It was tasteless, that’s all.” What’s wrong with me, he wondered. I thought I’d decided to trust her. Still, it felt frighteningly stupid to give someone a weapon against him.

“Simon?” Zoë touched his arm. “Where are your fangs?”

She looked as if she pitied him. Did she still think him a mad, hungry boy from the streets? “They can’t just appear. They have to be stimulated by the smell or the promise of blood. Shall I show you?” he said half jokingly.

He reached for her and saw a spark of fear in her eyes. It excited him and urged him on. Ah, she believes just a little, he thought. Yet she folded into him and laid her head on his shoulder. She stroked his arm. Sweet warmth. Sweet, searing heat.

“Poor Simon. What can I believe?”

Her throat throbbed with life near his mouth, and the gentle, warm smell of her made him giddy. He fought it briefly, but it was no good; she was too near, too inviting. The fangs slid from their sheaths. “Believe this,” he whispered, and kissed her neck softly. “And this, and this.” Then he kissed her with the sharp, sleek kiss, the silver kiss, so swift and true, and razor sharp, and her warmth was flowing into him. He could feel it seeping through his body—warmth, sweet warmth.

She uttered a small, surprised cry and fought him for a second, but he stroked her hair and caressed her. I won’t hurt you, he thought. Little bird, little dear. I won’t hurt you. And she moaned and slipped her arms around him. It was the tender ecstasy of the kissed that he could send her with his touch. It throbbed through his fingers, through his arms, through his chest, like the blood through her veins. It thrummed a rhythm in him that he shared with her. She sighed, her breath came harder, and he felt himself falling. I must stop now, he thought. But I can’t stop. He held her closer still, as if he could never let go. He couldn’t let go.

Yet he did. Gasping, he firmly pushed her away. They stared at each other muzzily.

“I can stop if I want,” he whispered hoarsely.

She blushed, then touched her neck and looked at the droplets of blood on her fingers wonderingly. “But it was … I mean, it wasn’t terrible. It was … I don’t know.”

He wanted to kiss her again. “It can be terrible. He makes it terrible. I can make it sweet.” He took her hand, and the throbbing began deep inside him once more. I can stop, he thought as he reached for her.

The phone rang. They both jumped.

Zoë pushed him away and went to answer it. “My mother,” she said, almost apologizing.

He heard Zoë pick up the phone in the hall. She answered as if frightened, but then her tone changed to one of surprise. “Lorraine! Hi! You did? She told you? Uh-huh. Yeah.” There was hesitancy in her voice. “Yeah, I guess I was.” Was that relief? “No, I was busy. Yeah. Trick-or-treaters.” Her voice was warmer, as if she was ready to talk much more, but she must have remembered him. “Listen, I’ve got something to finish up. Can I call you back later? Okay. Bye.” She hung up.

When she came back into the room, he could see the spell of the moment was gone. But what puzzled him was why she had panicked when she answered the phone. She must have guessed his thoughts. Her lips tightened, her gaze lowered. “I thought it might be about my mother,” she said. “She’s dying.”

It was a terse confession, perhaps in return for his own rambling tale. They were sharing deaths, he thought with bitter humor.

“Listen,” she said, “I think you should leave. I don’t know when my father will be home. I couldn’t explain you. It will be hard enough to explain this.” She pointed at the table.

“You dropped something on it?” he suggested. “Good grief, what? A bomb?”

Still, he wouldn’t let her push him out so fast. “You’ll let me come again?”

“Why?” Her hand went to her throat.

It made him feel ashamed. He stooped to pick up his T-shirt. “To talk,” he muttered. “Just to talk.”

“What have we to talk about?” It sounded like a denial.

He took a stab in the dark. “Death,” he said.

Her eyes grew large and stricken, but she nodded. “Yes.”

He couldn’t stop the grin. He covered it by pulling on his shirt. “I’ll come again—soon. Zoë, I didn’t know I needed this so much.” He grabbed her and gave her a quick, fierce kiss.

But it awoke bitterness once more. He was a failure at even this mockery he’d become. He’d spent years thinking of them as mindless, stupid creatures unfit to live, to make it easier to use them; now he had let one become real to him. What am I going to do? He thought. I won’t be able to hunt again. He’d shrivel and twist but never die—and always the awful hunger. The idea of himself wasted and quite mad, crawling through some back alley somewhere, made him shudder.

She touched his face, her unbearably human eyes showing more concern than he’d ever deserved.’ ‘What’s wrong?”

“I’ll never get my revenge,” he said. “Christopher is too clever for me. I might as well run away while I can and hide from him. Make some kind of a worthless life for myself elsewhere. I’ve always been a fool. A failure. He’ll keep on killing and keep on evading me. He’ll win.”

“No. He can’t.” He was surprised by the quick spark of fire in her.

He tucked the portrait back under his arm and flung his jacket over his shoulder. She walked him to the door. “He will win, you know, because even if I kill him, I’ll go on living endlessly, futilely, hating every unnatural second.”

“Don’t talk that way,” she said. “You deserve more.”

“No, I don’t.”

She let out a small cry of protest, of pain.

“Sorry. Till later, then.”

She closed the door slowly, as if afraid to trust him to his own despair; then he was out in the dark again.

He slipped through the streets to his den, trying to sort out what he felt. The scruffy youth who began to follow him near the park was a minor problem. He lost the boy fast through the dark backyards.

At the light of dawn he curled in a dusty corner, and abandoned thought for the musky sleep that tasted of blood.
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Zoë

Zoë sat in the moonlight that slid molten through her window. It lay pooled on the pillow where her head had been minutes before. The silver light had pierced her eyelids as if they were transparent, keeping her from sleep.

They say people who sleep in moonlight become lunatics, she thought, and smiled. But it’s too late, she added. I already am.

She curled her legs up to hug them with her arms, feeling the window-seat cover bunch beneath her, cotton daisies from a long-ago spring. The lawn outside sparkled with frost, and the whole night was diamond and fairy.

She thought of Simon. He’d held her so carefully, and his kisses had been so sweet that she’d wanted more. He had laced her neck with shivers. She barely noticed it when his fangs pierced her throat; except then it felt like silver bubbles started to rise from her breast and burst within her head like champagne, and her body responded, surprising her into quickened breath. She blushed to think of how she had pulled him close. What was I saying to him? she wondered. It was like I was drunk.

I should be disgusted, she thought. But no, it wasn’t disgusting now that she thought of it, but it was frightening. You could rush into your death unknowing, inviting, enjoying the ecstasy of it, burned up in bright light like a moth. She hadn’t wanted him to stop.

Was it something Simon did on purpose, she wondered, or was it part of the disease, a compensation for the victim like the numbing poison of a spider’s bite? Yet Christopher liked to feel his victim’s fear. My God, she thought. If Simon can control the senses like that, what does Christopher do to them? The air of the room grew icy, and she pulled her robe closer around her.

What Simon had done was hard to believe at first, but there was the blood she had wiped from her throat, and the puncture wounds on her neck that had healed so fast. They had sealed in a matter of hours to leave just a bruise. She was still groggy and weak but strangely stimulated.

He had grown hotter and hotter as he drank from her warmth, and he had trembled. That trembling had aroused her as much as anything. She’d caused it. And he had stopped, hadn’t he? She could trust him. Despite her doubts it was his loneliness that convinced her of that finally. He just needs someone to talk to, she thought, that’s all, like me.

A dark shape in the yard below caught her eye, and her heart thumped. But it was just a cat, passing through. What was I afraid of? she thought. A small boy, perhaps, creeping up on my house?

But why was Simon afraid of Christopher? What could Christopher do to Simon that Simon couldn’t do to him? Why was Simon giving up? Stop being a wimp, she wanted to shout at him as anger flashed through her. You can do something about your problem.

She eased her clenched fists. God, it was so dumb getting mad at someone who wasn’t even there. But then, she’d been angry a lot lately. “Uh-oh,” she breathed softly. She’d forgotten to call Lorraine back. I’ll have to do it tomorrow, she thought, then sighed. She’d be wiped out tomorrow if she didn’t get some rest. She rubbed her eyes and tried to feel sleepy. I better go back to bed, she decided.

She pulled the curtains against the disturbing light.

A steady gray rain beat down on the taut skin of Zoë’s umbrella as she splashed her way to the bus stop. Each puddle caused the damp to creep farther up the legs of her corduroys, stiffening them against her calves. Cars hushed by, their drivers oblivious to the spray of water they sent splattering the sidewalk, their rear lights leaving streamers of red in the slick black street. Over the sidewalk the streetlamps misted the air with fractured light.

Her mother mustn’t have known it was raining this hard. She never would have called if she knew Zoë would have to rush outside on a night like this, but the phone call had come, the one Zoë longed for but seldom received nowadays. “Come visit me,” the husky voice had said. “Your dad’s working tonight. I’ll be lonely.” Zoë had flung on her mother’s London Fog raincoat, grabbed the red umbrella from the hall stand, and ran out into the night, barely taking time to check if she had bus fare in her pants pocket. Who cares about rain, she thought, grinning. She felt like a different person, miles from the girl who had been too tired to go to school today.

Then a spatter of footsteps from behind echoed someone running. They drew closer, fast. She stopped before she could help it, more curious than fearful. She turned just as the runner reached her.

“Zoë,” Simon said, pulling up short, and he held out his hand.

A detached part of her wondered at his not being out of breath, while she took his hand automatically, as if she had been doing it for years. They continued walking, and she shifted the umbrella to cover him, too, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Where are you going?” He flipped his sopping-wet hair back from his eyes, scattering drops down her cheek.

“The hospital.”

His eyes registered surprise, concern perhaps. “You are ill?”

“No, my mother’s there.”

“Oh.”

They stepped off the curb to cross the street. She saw him wince as he hopped across the stream in the gutter. “You all right?”

“Flowing water,” he explained. “It’s a problem to me.

“What do you mean?”

“Water rejects the dead. A corpse floats to the surface, no matter how long it takes.”

I can’t believe I’m having this conversation, she thought. It’s creepy.

“I am at odds with nature,” he continued. “And the whole natural world tries to remind me of this. The sun burns me; and when I cross running water, I can feel it trying to heave me off the face of the earth. It makes me sick to my stomach.”

No wonder he was sick on that voyage from England, she thought. If it’s true. She squeezed his hand, and that made him smile.

They reached the bus stop, and he took in the red-and-white transit sign. “Can I come?” He dropped her hand to search his pockets but seemed to find nothing that satisfied him.

“I have enough for you too,” she said. Let him come. It felt right.

His hands stopped searching and relaxed into the side pockets of his jacket. “You don’t mind sharing the time with her?”

“No.” She was touched by his insight. “It’ll be good for her. She doesn’t get out much nowadays. She likes unusual people. She’ll have a wonderful time trying to figure you out.”

“You love her very much.” It wasn’t a question. “It’s a difficult time for you.”

“Understatement.” Her lips twisted wryly.

“I haven’t seen much of natural death. What is it your mother is dying of?”

Zoë bristled. How could he sound so cold? “She has cancer. I wouldn’t call that natural.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound callous, but next to the death I’ve seen dealt, it seems much more natural. I mean, within the laws of nature at least.”

The bus came. Zoë climbed the steps, folding her umbrella, and slammed enough change for both of them in the slot. He talked as if her mother were a specimen. She didn’t bother to check if he followed her. She sat halfway down the almost empty bus, opposite the rear door, and laid the wet umbrella on the floor. When she sat up, she saw him grab the back of the seat in front and swing in gracefully beside her. He looked worried.

“I didn’t mean to trivialize your mother’s death. I know it matters. Every death matters.”

They were silent for a while, as the bus lurched through the night.

“At first,” he finally said, “you think—no, hope—it might be a dream. That you’ll wake up, and it will have been just a nightmare.”

Zoë turned sharply to look at him. Was he mocking her? But his gaze was far away, not even on her.

“You think she’ll be there,” he continued, “pulling the curtains to let in the sun, wishing you good morning.

“Yes, how did you know?”

His eyes snapped into focus, catching the light like broken glass. “What kind of a son would I be, not to know?”

She blushed stupidly and couldn’t seem to find a natural position for her hands to settle in. He’d lost his mother too. “Yes, of course.”

“You forgot,” he said in a gentler voice.

She nodded, embarrassed. “But I felt that way, too, or like maybe it was a cruel joke, and everyone would confess to it real soon.”

“And then the anger,” he said, as if it were inevitable. “Anger at her for going away.”

“For ruining our lives,” she joined in.

“At God, “he said.

“At everyone around, for not understanding, for not having it happen to them.”

Simon nodded. “At myself, too, for not having been old enough at the time to understand, or perhaps to save her.”

“I thought sometimes, I’m being punished,” Zoë said, “but I didn’t know what for. I started looking for things to do to atone.”

A woman near the front of the bus turned to look at them, and Zoë realized the conversation had gotten louder. She lowered her voice. “Now I think, there’s no payoff, no matter how good you are. No one’s going to reward you. It’s not like getting good grades in school—there’s no logic, no prizes.”

He sighed. “It pains me to hear you speak like that. So young, and so bitter.”

She was surprised. “But what about you? After all this time, after all you’ve been through?”

“Yes, I suppose, but I’ve had much longer to become that way, and even then, isn’t the point to do what’s right for its own sake, even if there is no reward?” He gave a short snort of laughter. “But what am I talking about? What do I know of right and wrong? I’ve had to rationalize the wrong for so long, I’m not sure I could know the difference. It appears self-preservation is the strongest motivator of all—for everyone.”

Zoë noticed that they were passing the hospital. “Damn!” She leapt for the bell cord. The bus ground to a halt at the stop by the farthest entrance, and they scrambled to get off. At least the rain had stopped; a piece of luck, since she’d forgotten the umbrella.

On the way up the long driveway he put his arm around her. He should be dead, she thought, three hundred years ago, and yet he’s here comforting me. It doesn’t make sense.

“Zoë,” he said when they were halfway there, “don’t let the anger make you push people away. Don’t take it out on the people who love you. I cut myself off from my father, and look what happened to me. It tortures me to think of how it could have been. I should have recognized the form his grief took and comforted him. We could have stood against Christopher together. We could have won. I was a fool.”

Zoë hugged him closer to her. “We don’t ever have the benefit of hindsight in our decisions, let alone three hundred years’ worth.” Secretly she thought, Am I pushing them away? No, it’s them. But his words nagged at her; she still hadn’t phoned Lorraine.

As they neared the building, Simon slowed down. He tipped his head to examine its height like Jack facing the giant. She hesitated at the large glass doors. Would anyone really want to sit at the deathbed of someone he didn’t even know? “Are you sure you want to come in?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said, but he looked frightened, unsteady.

“You could wait outside.”

“No.”

It didn’t look as if he was going to move, however, so she went in ahead of him. He followed her and kept close like a child at the dentist. His eyes flicked rapidly here and there. She was sure a sudden noise would give him a heart attack—if that was possible. He almost flinched when someone passed him in the corridor. They drew a few curious stares, but this was a hospital. They probably think I’m taking him to the psych ward, she decided.

“I’m not used to the light,” he said by way of excuse.

When the elevator doors closed, she wished for his sake they had taken the stairs. She could feel his panic like vibrations in the air. Thank goodness they were in there alone, because she didn’t think he could have taken a crowd.

“The problem is,” he said—and she could hear the click of his tongue in his dry mouth—“in my line of work you like to have an escape route.” He cut short a nervous giggle by biting his lip.

Zoë smiled politely at the plump nurse at the fifth-floor station. The nurse smiled back. “Which room?”

“Five twelve.”

“Oh, yes, Mrs. Sutcliff. She said she was expecting her daughter.”

“That’s me.”

“Well, go ahead, dear. I expect you know the way.” She looked doubtfully at Simon but held her tongue. He stared back at her, a defiant young punk, his defense mechanisms at work again.

Zoë tugged at his sleeve. “Come on.” What was he up to? Was he going to make a scene?

He broke eye contact with practiced indifference. Quite an actor, she thought, remembering his distress only moments before. She could hear the nurses in the staff room now—“It’s the stress,” they’d say. “It brings out the devil in them. She’s hanging out with hoods to get attention.” It made her smile. If only they knew.

The smile faded when she came to her mother’s door and got no response to her gentle knock.

The lights were low, and her mother just a huddled lump in the bed. A surge of terror made her rush to the bedside, but the steady movement of breathing quelled her fears. She lowered herself to a chair. Her mother’s slippers lay half under the bed, looking flat and empty. I guess there won’t be any conversation tonight, she thought.

Simon, liquid with ease in the muted light, pulled a chair up beside her. He looked at her mother with interest, all the nervousness smoothed from his face. “Hence your beauty,” he said.

“But she’s not like she was.”

“I can still tell.”

She wasn’t sure how to answer, so didn’t.

I could shake her, she thought. I could wake her up. She almost reached out, but her mother looked so peaceful. Zoë crushed beneath her thigh the hand that wanted to touch. Let her sleep, she argued. She needs it. She has to grab what she can. But Zoë’s lips were tight with disappointment. Why did she call if she was tired? I thought she wanted me here.

Simon gazed steadily at her mother’s face. It was impossible to guess his thoughts. They made a strange pair: the dying and the undead. Is he wishing he could die too? she wondered. Is life forced on him as much as death is forced on her?

A thought suddenly struck her. Could he change her? Could he give her his blood like Christopher had given his? Surely they could find a way to get her the blood she would need without killing anyone. She would have time for her art, time for her family, all the time in the world. But would he do it?

“Simon,” she whispered, “if a sick person became a vampire, would he heal?”

He twisted to look at her, horror on his face. “Would you wish that on someone?”

“Just tell me,” she begged.

“Since I was changed, I have remained a youth—never growing, never aging. Wounds I have sustained since then have always healed rapidly. They repair and leave me as I was before.” He tried to keep his voice low, but anger grew as he spoke, strangling his words. “If someone were to change with cancer in his body, the body would not alter too much, I think. The cancer would still be there, but the body would heal itself as fast as the cancer ate it away. In effect, that person would probably be in pain forever. What would that do to a person’s mind, do you think?”

Zoë stifled a cry with her fist. Tears started to her eyes.

His voice softened. “The change can do terrible things to a person, Zoë. It’s unnatural. Look at Christopher. At least I was allowed to grow up first, but he’s trapped forever in the body of a child, and has a child’s anger. His body whispers to him the secrets he will never know, because he can’t quite hear them. I think that’s why he kills so brutally. I could never turn anyone into something like that deliberately.”

He was right. She knew he was right, but it had seemed a last gleam of hope, and now it was gone, almost as soon as she’d thought of it. And there he was, throwing Christopher at her again. “If he’s so terrible, why don’t you stop him?” she snapped.

It took him aback. “But I’ve tried.”

His urgent, hushed tones reminded her to lower her voice. “So try again.”

They argued in fierce whispers.

“He’s stronger than me. He always outsmarts me.”

“What are you frightened of? The fact he’s your older brother? You’re bigger than him; surely you’re stronger than him?”

Simon clenched his fists. “What makes you so concerned with my problems?” he hissed.

“Your problems?” Zoë rose to her feet without realizing it. “You came to me, remember? You made me concerned. But it’s not just your problem—it’s everyone’s problem. You’ll be stopping him from killing others. Christopher brings death. This is death.” She stabbed a finger in her mother’s direction. “You can stop death.”

Her mother groaned and stirred, and Zoë’s breath left her for a moment. Had Mom woken? Had she heard? But her mother’s body took on the rhythm of sleep once more, and Zoë relaxed. She sat down again.

Simon pulled the sheet up and carefully replaced it around the sleeping woman, as gently as if tucking it around his own lost mother. Death had taken her, too, Zoë remembered. No, not death, Christopher. “You’ve got to stop him, Simon. For your mother’s sake.”

He stared at his hands. “I’m afraid, Zoë. He could kill me. He knows how to do it.”

Zoë was astounded. “You’re afraid of death?”

Simon shrugged. “It doesn’t matter how long you live, the idea of nonexistence is still frightening. No matter how tired you are of life, it’s better than facing the unknown.”

“But you don’t have to lose.” She glanced at her mother. She couldn’t fight the death taking her mother, but she could fight the death that had taken his. She could fight Christopher. “What if I helped?”

It was his turn to be astounded. “You’d help?”

“Yes, because I know you can do it.”

He reached to stroke her hand. “How can I let you endanger yourself?”

“Let me help you,” she said, “or I swear I’ll do it myself.” And at that moment she felt she could.

He laughed suddenly, his eyes lighting up. “I have never received such an offer.” His voice was tender. “How could I ever fail with you beside me?”

“We’d better go,” she said, already frightened at her own words. “I’ve got a phone call to make.”

Before they left, she took a folded piece of paper from her coat pocket, smoothed it out, and laid it under her mother’s hand. It was a poem—“Spells against Death.”
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Simon

It was too cold for lovers, and too late. A chill November night wind rustled the bushes, rattling azaleas, making the privets hiss. But Simon didn’t feel the cold—ice kissing ice doesn’t freeze—neither did he sweat as he thrust the stolen shovel repeatedly into the hard-packed soil. The lip of the trench was already at his knee.

The leather coat lay across a branch. One arm of the jacket swung drunkenly each time a load of dirt hit the trunk of the shrub that held it. Simon’s muscles bunched and strained in relentless rhythm as he tore a gash in the earth.

Clouds covered the sky, but he didn’t need light to see by, even if the witch’s moon was high enough to help. He had animal eyes, and the steady pace of his work was the gait of the wolf, who could run all night till it found its prey.

The hole came to his waist. He thought of Zoë as he dug, and the pleasure of it spurred him on—the torture of her skin, her human breath, the shadows in her eyes, her fragile bones, the whole ephemeral beauty of her that would fade and die before he’d ever wear one wrinkle on his face. I could cup one of those sweet breasts, he thought, and she’d be gone, before ever the pleasure had stopped singing in me.

He mustn’t let himself care. He’d spend longer missing her than knowing her. But was it a wonder that he’d lasted this long without caring, or was it a wonder that he could care at all? Who knew? He chuckled softly at the thought that age brought knowledge. It just brought new surprises.

It was sad that Zoë’s mother was dying, and sadder that Zoë already missed her. I could tell her, It’s not too bad, he thought. Your life is short. It’s not a long time to miss someone. But she wouldn’t believe him. It was all she had. A lifetime was a lifetime, regardless of its years.

The hole was deep enough. It was ragged and uneven, but deep enough. He yanked the corner of a moth-eaten blanket above him and rolled the waiting bundle down. The finishing touches didn’t take long. He threw the shovel out and then, with preternatural strength, leapt after it, defying gravity. He grunted fiercely at the pleasure it still brought.

How much sadness have I caused? he wondered as he arranged scavenged branches across the pit. Were they missed as badly, the people I took to extend my worthless life? He had never thought of them as being missed by someone. He’d thought of the cruelty of taking their lives, he’d worried at the pain they might feel, but it never entered his head that there would be pain left behind. How stupid I am, he thought. Am I doomed to be a shallow youth forever, as Christopher is a petulant child? What a waste of years, never learning from them, never growing. It was all so senseless, but all part of the same curse.

He spread the blanket on the branches and began covering it with the dead leaves that clogged the lower joints of the bushes.

The moist, pungent smells brought back to him another autumn, the one when he had found his way back to his father’s house, too late. He had peered through the diamond panes, like a thief, at a wizened, white-haired man, who wore grief and pain on his face like a web. There was no one there to comfort the old man as he tossed and turned on his bed, no son to hold his dying hand. A servant brought in a drink to the nightstand, turned down the light, and left, never speaking once.

Simon had stood there all night, his face pressed to the glass. There was no one to invite him in. He could only wait and stare longingly at his father, aware that even if fate gave him a door, he could never enter, never tell his father what he had become. Better to let him suffer in ignorance than in the unbearable pain of knowing both his sons damned.

Trapped on the other side of the window, trapped in the world of the night, Simon knew they were forever separate now, no matter who it was alive, or dead, or dying.

He left before the sun rose, his heart as swollen with grief as if it were beating. He had barely stopped being an animal and remembered he had been human once, when he was forced to put aside that knowledge, deny that heart to stop the pain.

He stayed close in London, though he never dared look again, and when he heard of his father’s death it was money robbed from a drunk that bought the family portrait from a skulking, thieving footman, not three hours past the burial. The only ones he could love were now dead. He could never care for someone again, and no one would ever care for him.

But Zoë cares, he thought as he tossed a last handful of leaves on the pile. She said she’d help me. No one has ever helped me; yet, knowing what I am, she’ll help. He moved a broken trellis and began shoveling earth into the damp hole behind. Yes, there were still surprises.

As the sky silvered, before the red sun tore shreds in the east, Simon approached the boarded window of his den. It was there he received a different surprise—nasty.

It slammed into his chest—fear—knocking the stolen breath from him. A sheet of paper fluttered on the wooden slats, impaled with a pin, white as a corpse. He ripped it away with trembling fingers and read the clumsy print.

I know where you are.

Simon’s fingers tightened convulsively, ripping a corner off. He fumbled for the letter, reading on.


I am tired of this game. You bore me. I can follow you, and you’ll never know. I can kill you, and you won’t have a chance. No more cat and mouse. No more nice to brother. You are a pest, a gnat. No one will miss you. No one will notice. No one will care. Run, Simon, run. You are dead.



It was signed Christopher.

“Too late,” Simon muttered, “too late,” and crushed the note in his hands. It stopped them from shaking. Maybe last week I’d have run, he thought, but not now. I have a weapon you don’t know about, Christopher. Then his eyes widened with an awful thought. Zoë! Did he know about Zoë? Simon suddenly wanted to run to her, warn her. Or should he run away, hide, never go near her again? He turned, indecisive, almost in panic, and saw the horizon tinged pink. I can’t go anywhere, he realized with a sinking dread. There’s nothing I can do. I’m trapped again by my own stinking disease.

He yanked a board away to get inside and slid through, ripping his jeans on a nail.

But he can’t go out, either, Simon comforted himself, not unsupervised, not during daylight. Christopher was as trapped as he was, and even if he should reach her, he hadn’t much strength under the sun. Then another thought struck him. “I’m a fool,” he said, and slapped the board carelessly into place behind him. No one will miss you, Christopher had written. No one will notice. He didn’t know about her.

But when had Christopher followed him? Had it been the night after Simon’s botched attack, or one of the subsequent nights? Simon ran his fingers through his fine hair repeatedly, unconsciously, sweeping it back from his face. If only he knew. But surely, if Christopher had seen him with her, he’d throw it in his face, threaten her to taunt him? That would be like Christopher. Yes, he thought, sinking down in relief, that would be much more like him. So he followed me a night I didn’t see her, or found me after, Simon decided. He really doesn’t know she exists.

Simon dragged the suitcase out from under the desk and stroked the surface carefully, drawing strength from his native earth. I will sleep, he thought. I will sleep and get strength. And then we will see.

But the fear still plagued him as he tried to take his rest. What if I’m wrong? What if he knows, and he’s leading me on? What if he hurts her?

Tortured by his thoughts, he didn’t see the first burning ray of sun slide through the crack where the board didn’t fit.
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Zoë

She was outside Lorraine’s house. They were bringing a stretcher out. Zoë’s mother was on it, eyes closed, face pale, but she spoke. “I forgot my painting. Can you get it? I have to take it with me.” They carried her where an ambulance waited. Zoë wanted to get the painting for her mother before they left. She walked through the hospital doors.

The elevator was small. A metal grid clamped shut with an echoing crash as she stepped inside. She was trapped. The elevator shook violently as it climbed—slowly, agonizingly slowly. Hurry up. Hurry up. She didn’t recognize any of the floors it opened on. The lift ground to a halt, but the doors were jammed. Slats began to fall from the floor one by one. Fear clenched in her throat. She pounded the metal, begging it to relent. She was going to fall, to crash down floor after floor and end up a limp puppet on basement concrete.

The doors opened, but the elevator hadn’t quite reached the floor. She struggled for footholds up the brick wall and crawled through the crack, her breath ragged. Blinding white light greeted her.

She was on a ledge high above the street. The ambulance, far below, was leaving. “Don’t go!” Stomach-wrenching fear would allow her only to crawl on her belly along the ledge, clutching its sides against the great empty rushing space below. The wind screamed above her.

She swung her legs over the edge. She had to catch up. At first there was nothing except the certainty of plunging death. Great chunks of building began to fly off at her hands’ touch. Her toes found wall. Her feet scrambled and slipped. She slid and cried out, expecting to meet the sidewalk abruptly, but found a handhold again. Scraped and gashed, she reached the ground.

The ambulance was still leaving. She ran after it. Her legs wouldn’t move fast enough, as if the air were thick. Tears ran down her face.

Lorraine was beside her, and she offered Zoë a painting. Zoë burst with anger and hit her. “It’s all right,” Lorraine said. “She’s only going to Oregon. You can visit.”

A wave of relief washed over Zoë. She took the painting. In it was a boy with silver hair, dressed in bright colors, laughing.

Zoë lay blinking in the pale dawn light coming through the bedroom curtains. She moved her head slightly to make sure Lorraine was still on the floor in her sleeping bag. The dream clung to her like a mist. She’s only going to Oregon. You can visit. She could still feel the relief. I was angry at Lorraine, she thought. I was getting them mixed up—both going away. It’s not her fault, not the fault of either of them. I might have been taking it out on her.

She studied Lorraine’s sleeping face. I have to memorize it, she thought.

Around the green sleeping bag, where Lorraine snuggled on the floor, were scattered photographs, yearbooks, diaries, homemade picture books, and Zoë’s notebooks full of poetry; the accumulated memories of years of friendship. The turntable still circled lazily. They had forgotten it completely as they lay in bed talking long after the last record had been played.

Lorraine was leaving today. That’s what made it different from the many other mornings they had shared. Thank God I called her, Zoë thought. We wouldn’t have had even this. I didn’t realize it was creeping up so fast.

Lorraine had seemed tentative last night, at first—almost shy, not like her. She seemed eager to please. Maybe I should have got mad at her more often, Zoë thought perversely, and not let her walk all over me.

“You look pale,” Lorraine had said soon after arriving.

“You’re not ill, are you?”

Zoë had smiled at her friend’s concern. The attention felt good. “No. It’s just … things, I guess.”

“Geez, just things.” Lorraine shook her head. “And I thought you were supposed to be the articulate one.” But the sarcasm in her voice didn’t match the way she behaved—unsure if she should take her things up, asking to use the bathroom—almost like she’d never spent the night before.

I never thought of her as insecure, Zoë thought, but I snap at her, and she acts like I might dump her for good.

Zoë found herself trying to reassure Lorraine in small ways, dumb ways, really, like chuckling if she said something even slightly funny, or letting her decide what they should make for dinner, and soon Lorraine got her sea legs again. She happily bullied Zoë into helping her concoct a huge pot of spaghetti and made her eat a large helping of it, all the while complaining of how fat she was getting.

“Bull,” Zoë said. “You’ve got a great figure, not like me.

Lorraine sniffed. “You might be skinny, but your bra’s bigger than mine. You better eat more, otherwise every time you get up, you’ll fall over from the weight of your tits.”

They screamed with laughter at this image until they had to wipe tears from their eyes.

They were getting ready to clear the dishes away when Harry Sutcliff came home. Lorraine flirted with him outrageously, as usual, and cajoled him into eating too. Zoë felt warmed by the way he actually smiled a little, and tucked in with more appetite than she had seen in him for a while. It’s Lorraine, she thought. There’s so much life in her, it’s catching. Zoë didn’t feel as worried as she might have when he excused himself quietly and disappeared to his bedroom with a briefcase of work to catch up on, but he never came out to ask them to quiet down as he might have once. Zoë didn’t know whether to be relieved or irritated. She kept on half expecting to hear his voice.

They had stayed awake long past the time when things made sense, as if fighting off the inevitable by making the night last forever. They pigged out on chips and dip, listened to records, and giggled at stupid jokes as if they were at a fifth-grade slumber party all over again.

Yet there were awkward silences sometimes, when they strayed too close to dangerous ground.

Finally, Lorraine tried to talk about her mother. She stumbled over her words. “It’s not fair. I was just getting used to having to go somewhere else to visit her, and now I’ll hardly ever be able to do that even.” She cut herself short and messed around with a pile of albums as if looking for something.

Zoë knew it was the specter of her own mother’s death between them, stopping Lorraine from venting all her fears, and she sighed. I sometimes think she’s selfish, but she’s not, not really, Zoë realized. It is unfair for her. She deserves to feel bad. She’s losing her mother too. The last took Zoë by surprise. She’d been so wrapped up in herself that she’d never thought about it that way.

“Lorraine,” she said softly, in one of the silences when she could bear it no longer, “I’m sorry I’m such a jerk.”

Lorraine threw a bottle top at her. “You said that last night.” But she looked warily at Zoë, sensing more to come.

“But I’m still a jerk if you can’t talk to me. I’m not going to shatter and break if you talk about your mother. I’m sorry if I’ve been a self-centered pig, and made you feel that way.” She felt her face glowing with embarrassment.

Lorraine turned away.

God, I’ve pissed her off, Zoë thought, confused. Lorraine’s shoulder’s were shaking. No, worse. She’d made her cry. Zoë slid from her bed and crawled across to her friend, unsure of what to do next. I have to be tactful, she thought, just as her hand came down firmly in the bacon-and-chive dip.

“Ugh!”

Lorraine looked around, tears in her eyes, saw Zoë’s hand, and howled—with glee. It was impossible not to join in.

“You’ll either have to wash it or lick it,” Lorraine gasped between giggles. “Here, have some chips.”

“Shut up, you’ll choke.”

Gales of laughter again.

On her way to the bathroom Zoë said, “I guess we can talk now, huh?”

Lorraine took a deep breath. “I guess.”

But there was one thing Zoë couldn’t talk about.

What could I say? she thought at one point. There’s this cute boy, and he likes to drink blood? She’ll think I’ve gone round the bend.

Often her fingers strayed to her neck and stroked the fading marks. It had been three nights; the wounds had healed fast. They were just pale yellow bruises now. She’d said she’d help him, but how could she do that? What had possessed her to say it? It was his kisses. What if it were all a mistake? What if someone innocent got dreadfully hurt?

She tossed and turned, unable to sleep even after Lorraine had been snoring for what seemed like hours.

But now it was morning, and the first shaft of sunlight lit Lorraine’s hair, bringing out hidden gold in the rioting tendrils. It could have been Lorraine down that alley, if Simon was right. Wasn’t that reason enough to help him? She tried to hold on to the moment and push that thought aside. It will always be like this, Zoë thought, hard as a wish. It will never change. This is every morning Lorraine has lain asleep on my floor, and I’ll be within those mornings, never ceasing, from now on. There is no sad vampire boy, with sharp kisses, waiting out there in the cold somewhere.

Then Lorraine uncurled, and her eyelids fluttered. She stretched to grasp the day, and time moved on.

It was the last time they would toss for the shower, the last time they would decide together what to wear, the last time Lorraine would snitch a spray of Zoë’s favorite cologne, and the last time they would try to outmaneuver each other for the best view in the mirror. Well, it wasn’t really. They would visit each other, of course, but somehow that wasn’t the same. Although, Zoë couldn’t help but think, if Christopher had his way, they wouldn’t even have that. She shuddered.

Lorraine made scrambled eggs and bacon for breakfast. She sang as she cooked, as if the unburdening of her worries had released the music in her.

“You’re going to make someone an obnoxious wife someday,” Zoë said.

Harry Sutcliff walked into the kitchen, sniffing the air, and sat down at the table. “I’m surprised you found anything here to cook.”

Lorraine laughed. “I didn’t. I brought this with me. Someone had to clean out the fridge.”

“Well, you’re a great cook,” he said, pulling a plate of toast toward him.

Lorraine passed him the butter. “It’s survival. You know Diane can’t cook squat. Anyhow, the way to a man’s heart, you know. I’m practicing my skills on you.” She winked at him.

Zoë was amazed to see her father blush. He smiled shyly down at his plate and looked years younger. Such a small thing, Lorraine’s flirting, yet it lightened his heart for a moment. Perhaps it was a glimpse of the boy Mom had fallen in love with that she saw. If I could learn to make him smile, she thought, it would be easier for us.

He left right after he ate, because he wanted to get some work in before he went to the hospital. The girls lingered over the cleanup. “He works so hard,” Lorraine said.

“Yeah. Bills, bills, bills.” Zoë’s voice was gentle. She felt more compassion for the man she had seen a glimmer of this morning, different from the rigid stranger who had been around for weeks.

Lorraine washed while Zoë wiped dry. Their last minutes ticked away, and Zoë still held a secret from her closest friend.

This is my last chance, she thought. But what do I say? Lorraine, there’s this vampire, and I said I’d help him kill his brother, who happens to be a vampire too? It’s that little boy you talked to. He almost murdered you. Oh, no, I don’t know how we’re going to do it. I’ve left that up to him. If I tell her that, she’ll freak.

What could Lorraine do, anyway? She was leaving today. She couldn’t tell Diane not to go—not for that reason. Diane would have them both locked up. Lorraine would worry herself sick all the way to Oregon. Zoë couldn’t do that to her.

But what am I going to do when he comes back? she thought. Can I tell him I’ve changed my mind?

“Daydreaming, Zo?”

Zoë started. “I guess so.”

“About a boy? Oh, don’t look so surprised. I can tell a hickey when I see one.”

Before she could help it, Zoë’s hand went once more to her neck. She blushed. “I—”

“I know,” Lorraine interrupted. “You met some cute boy, and before you knew it, you let him go and nibble your neck, even though you hardly knew him, and then you didn’t tell me because you thought you were being slutty. I was biting my tongue all last night so I wouldn’t ask. Honestly, Zoë, you’d think it was a crime. You only live once. Is he cute?”

Zoë nodded, afraid to speak.

“Are you seeing him again?”

“Yeah.”

“Good grief, shut up. I can’t bear to hear you run on at the mouth so much. Never mind. I’m just pissed you didn’t tell me. But I know you. As soon as you’ve mulled it over long enough, you’ll tell me—’cept you’ll have to write this time.” Lorraine suddenly looked solemn. “Promise you’ll write, Zoë.”

“Of course, silly.” Zoë shook her friend’s shoulder gently, relieved to change the topic. “Huge long, intricate letters about absolutely everything.”

Lorraine sighed. “I can see I’ll have to buy a dictionary.”

“It’s only Oregon,” Zoë said, amused at her private joke. “I can visit.”

They put away the last dishes, Lorraine collected her belongings, and they walked to Lorraine’s house to meet Diane. They went slowly, hand in hand as they had done when they were eight years old.

When they got to the house, everything seemed to speed up. The car was almost fully packed, which Diane was glad to point out to Lorraine, Zoë noticed uncomfortably, but they helped to squeeze in the last few bags. Diane made a fuss about positioning her guitar safely, while Lorraine looked increasingly annoyed.

“The good thing is,” she whispered to Zoë on the other side of the Toyota, “she can’t play it while she’s driving.”

They scoured the echoing house for anything left behind and found nothing. Finally, they couldn’t put it off any longer. Diane sat in the car, impatiently jangling her keys, and Lorraine had to get in beside her.

“We’ve got a long drive,” Diane said. “Good-bye, Zoë. It’s been nice knowing you.”

Lorraine glared at her stepmother and grabbed Zoë’s hand through the window. “I’ll call as soon as I can.”

Then the car was backing out of the driveway, turning onto the quiet suburban road, and heading for the highway. Zoë watched it disappear around the next corner. “GZN two five six,” she intoned, as if witnessing a car escape from an accident.

She trailed home, turning her back on what would now always be “Lorraine’s old house,” and which she would never enter again. Alone, she thought. No, not quite. She had a date coming up. She smile dryly as she opened the front door and stepped into the silent house.

When her father returned home that night, he came to her room, where she was sitting in bed reading. Zoë smiled tentatively and patted her comforter. He accepted her invitation and sat, then he took a deep breath as if preparing himself for something that scared him. She tensed.

“I’m sorry about the other day,” he said, rubbing his chin nervously. “Your mother and I have been talking about it a lot. You’re right. I haven’t been giving you enough credit. After all, you’ve had to look after yourself so much lately, and you’ve done it and not complained. If that’s not mature, I don’t know what is. We just wanted to protect you, Zoë. But I’ve already said that.”

Zoë was embarrassed that he was apologizing, yet she was glad. She wasn’t quite sure what to do, however. She wanted a hug, but she felt too shy.

“I had a talk with this guy at the hospital. Your mom talked me into it. This therapist guy. Apparently they have these counseling sessions for families of—of … patients.”

Zoë knew what he meant—terminally ill. But he still couldn’t make himself say it.

“He made some sense; I was surprised, really. Don’t know why. Thought I was the only one who ever went through it, I guess. But he really hit the nail on the head a few times, about how I was feeling, that is.” He stared past her at the wall, as if it were easier to speak that way. “Anyhow”—his gaze shifted down to the carpet, still avoiding her eyes—“I thought you might like to come along next time. Next week, maybe. It might help us through this. I don’t know. God knows, we need something. They’ve got groups. That sort of thing.”

He rubbed at his corduroys nervously. She reached over to the fidgeting hand. Whoever this man at the hospital was, he seemed to have gotten through to her father. Maybe there was hope in this. “I’d like to give it a try.”

He looked up and gave her a relieved smile. “That’s settled, then.” He brought his hand down on his knee like a judge’s gavel. Then his smile faded slightly.

“She’s not going to feel too good tomorrow. Another treatment. But we want you to come the next day, Zoë, and have a proper talk—about everything, everything you can think of. I think we all need it. You can stay as long as you like.”

“I’d like that,” she said, daring to feel relief.

He took her hand. “We don’t want you to feel shut out. We never did.”

Zoë squeezed his hand back. “I know, but—well—I’ve felt so rotten.” She couldn’t hold the tears back. Damn, she thought, I don’t want to make him feel bad again. I don’t want to scare him off.

But her father took her in his arms and held her, and stroked her back. He’s really trying, she thought, and that made her cry harder. He was her daddy again. He would look after her and make things all right.

She was finally all cried out, and he pulled away. “Why don’t you get some sleep.” He kissed her forehead and left, closing the door.

Zoë turned out the bedside lamp and settled down to sleep. It should have been easier now, because she felt a weight was lifting from her. But she remembered Simon, and the weight came crashing down again. When is he coming back? she thought. What have I got myself into?

But her father was talking now, more open, so perhaps he would understand. Maybe he could get her out of it somehow. No. If she didn’t think Lorraine would believe her, why would her father? He has to believe, she thought. I don’t lie. He’d at least believe she’d met a dangerous young man and do something about it. Call the police, maybe, and not leave her alone.

She talked herself out of bed, and to her father’s door. She knocked lightly. No answer. She knocked again, a little louder. Still no answer. She opened the door and looked inside. He lay on the rumpled bedspread fully clothed and fast asleep. His briefcase lay beside him on the bed, unopened. He frowned in his sleep and snored slightly, an airy whistle like a child’s. He was exhausted. She realized how unfair it would be to tell him, how absurd to expect him to believe. I can’t wake him, she thought, and returned to her room. It’s up to me now.

She slept late the next day, and her father was gone when she woke; whether to the office to get a quiet Sunday’s worth of work in or to the hospital, she didn’t know. He’d forgotten to leave a note.

She spent some time reading, curled into an armchair in the den with a fat science-fiction book, part of a series. But often she found she had read the same paragraph over twice and still not understood it. Her thoughts kept on returning to the evening. Would he come tonight? Finally she gave up on reading and went down to the basement to throw some laundry in the washer, then she dragged out the vacuum cleaner.

Toward evening she sat at the kitchen table with her notebook and a pen, molding an idea into a poem.


At the heart of night
watch for the lone boy
waiting in the pale moon’s light
eyes forever changing ice to cloud
Stars
upon faded jeans
upon silver hair
black leather shines
Half wild
still slightly mad
bewildered by time
chained to the night
As he stalks
he might hear a sound
shift into a moonbeam
and be gone.



There was a scratching at the back door. She blinked, put down her pen, and turned to face the door. The small windows reflected back, yet she could see a shadow outside. The key inside turned impossibly, the lock popped, and the door opened silently, all by itself. Simon stepped from the night into her home.

“I only have to be invited once.”

“You don’t have to be quite so melodramatic,” she snapped in relief.

Looking abashed, he sat at the table and took the notebook from her. He read while she watched. I keep forgetting how beautiful he is, she thought with surprise.

“What if my father was here?” she asked.

“I knew you were alone.” He smiled at her written words and touched her cheek with icicle fingers. “I’ve waited centuries for you.”

For a moment she flirted with a picture of them fleeing hand in hand, away from the problems of the world. Take the night, a tiny voice whispered, but she shrugged it off.

“Have you got an idea of what to do?” She was dismayed to hear the tremble in her voice. She was hoping he hadn’t.

Simon laid the notebook on the table. “I’ve got a plan.”

She caught sight of his other hand, the hand he hadn’t touched her with. He held it under the table. She reached for it, and he tried to withhold it from her, but gave in reluctantly. It was burned. A nasty red welt lay across it.

“I stayed out too long,” he said simply.

“The sun?” she asked.

“I was in a hurry to get safe inside; a sleep was coming on. I didn’t secure the boards over the window well enough, and the sun must have come through a crack. The pain woke me.”

She made a sympathetic noise.

He grinned. “Yes, it hurts like hell, but it’ll heal fast.”

“But how does Christopher get away with pretending to be a real child if he can’t go out in daylight either?”

“We can stand a few weak morning rays, or a brief moment on a cloudy day. They think he’s an albino. They bundle him up and keep him out of strong light, to protect his ‘delicate’ skin. He wouldn’t like to try full sunlight, though.” Simon smirked, as if enjoying that thought.

Albino. Zoë thought of the boy at the alley mouth again and shuddered. It was him. She grew angry. She couldn’t let him threaten the life of another girl like Lorraine.

Simon took his hand from her and picked up her pen. “Can I use your book?”

She nodded. She felt firmer now that she’d decided.

He turned to a clean page and drew an octagon. “This is that little structure in the park.”

“The gazebo,” she muttered, and he nodded.

He drew an oblong on one side. “This is a pit on the opposite side from your bench. I dug it last night.”

“But surely someone would notice it today?”

“I disguised it.”

“Simon, what if someone fell in?”

“No one walks around that way. Hardly anyone would be playing there in this weather.”

He seemed oblivious to the danger to innocents. It frightened her, because it made him less human. “Why a pit?”

“There are stakes at the bottom. I want you to lure him over them. They’re very sharp. I think they’ll do the job.”

Her stomach roiled. “I always wondered why they worked. In the movies, I mean. When you’re supposed to be invulnerable.”

“We have to be pierced right through,” he said, looking uncomfortable himself. “Not just injured, impaled. It holds the unnatural body long enough for the soul to escape. The soul that’s been trapped and kept in torment. Then there can be true death.”

She wondered at the selfishness of a body that could imprison its own soul. What would it do to someone who threatened it? “What if he catches me?”

“I’ll be there, Zoë. I won’t let anything happen to you. I’ll be watching. He won’t suspect you, so you can lead him. If it were me, he wouldn’t follow so blindly. If he catches on, I’ll be out there like a flash to distract him. Get him to cross that patch of ground.”

“But how will I get him to follow me?”

“We’ll pass by his house. I know the time he leaves. He has to wait for the family to sleep. He’ll follow you—beautiful and alone—I know it.”

“When do we go?”

“Not for a few hours yet.”

“That’s a long time.”

“I have some things to tell you, about the earth he needs, about his bear. Things that might help you. Anyway”—his voice became soft and eager—“I thought you might let me kiss you again.”

She glanced away nervously, her hand flying to her throat.

“No,” he whispered. “Just a kiss. A real kiss.”

*   *   *

While Zoë retrieved her coat from the banister, Simon stood at the front door, kicking at the frame. “Stop that,” she said. “I’m nervous, too, you know.”

He looked up as if forcing himself to do so. “There’s a chance he might know about you,” he said in a rush. He walked out.

She ran out after him, her nerve endings screaming. “What do you mean?”

He stood outside, head bent, hands shoved into his pockets. “I’ll understand if you don’t go.”

She felt herself turning white. “You weren’t going to tell me, were you?”

“No.”

“What changed your mind?”

“Your damn kisses.” He shoved a piece of paper at her.

She read the childlike prose, gradually becoming puzzled. “But, Simon, it says nothing about me.”

“No, but he’s a spiteful sort. It would be like him to let me think you’re safe.”

He’s paranoid, that’s all, she thought. He’s reading things into it. And he did tell me. He couldn’t go ahead without telling me, after all, even if he is desperate.

“You’ve got to put faith in yourself sometime,” she said tenderly, despite the lump in her throat. “The chance is no greater than it was before, and I couldn’t get more frightened.”

At midnight she walked down the quiet street, dressed to lure.

Simon was out there, she knew, watching her, keeping her safe. She had to believe he could keep her safe. Yet her palms were sweating, and her mouth was dry. She had hung the crucifix Lorraine had given her around her neck, under her sweater. It made her feel better, no matter what Simon said. It didn’t hurt to cover all bases.

Her stockinged legs were cold, but she hugged her jacket around her and forced herself to walk slowly. She wanted to give him ample opportunity to spot her.

Zoë knew when Christopher started to follow her, though she never heard him. The texture of the air changed. Perhaps the part of Simon left in her blood could sense it.

She walked toward the park under a star-crazed, clear, cold night, hardly daring to breathe.
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Simon

Simon watched Zoë from the shadows. He slipped from tree, to bush, to fence, but always he kept his distance.

How pretty her legs are, he thought. How beautiful her long dark hair—like Bess in that poem about the highwayman. Yet he dropped that thought quickly, remembering how Bess died to save her love. It made him feel uncomfortable. She awoke poetry in him, though. “She walks in beauty,” he whispered. He smiled. A car drove by slowly, and he faded into a mist.

She turned the corner, and he drifted across a lawn to follow. He felt fuzzy, as he always did when he dissolved. It was hard to maintain a purpose that way. I can’t allow myself to drift tonight, he decided, and reached out his mind to draw his scattered molecules together, seamlessly condensing into a pale boy in graceful motion behind a trellis fence.

Then he knew Christopher was there, ahead of him. He couldn’t see the boy at first, and he started to panic. Then a movement in the trees caught his eye—a bat, up where she wouldn’t see. Bats used sonar. He cursed silently and drifted apart again. It wouldn’t catch him now. I hope he doesn’t stay that way long, Simon thought as the numb apathy began to build.

He sensed Zoë’s pace quickening. She knows. Slow down. He’ll guess. Slow down. The last thought echoed around him, and Simon began to slow himself, started to drift. Ah, the sparkling night. Why don’t I drift up to the stars? No. I must follow. Follow who? The girl. What girl? I think I shall scatter and sparkle like frost. No, a voice of reason called distantly. Christopher, hissed a quiet memory. The warning ran from molecule to molecule and pulled them together with the same purpose. It molded him back into a boy.

He crouched by a parked Volvo. Around the bumper he could see the park across the street. Two boys passed, smoking cigarettes and punching each other with the blows of comrades. They disappeared around the corner. He had gotten ahead of Zoë, but he could see her coming up the other side of the street. He could only hope that Christopher had not sensed the suspicious mist drifting out of tune with the night.

If Zoë could lead Christopher into the park, all would be well. If she could only get to the other side of the pit, stop as if dreaming, to lure him out and entice him to approach her. “Oh, poor little boy,” she could say, and call him across the trap, to his death.

A dark form flittered beneath the streetlights over Zoë’s head. She didn’t look up, but Simon saw her flinch at the shadow cast on the sidewalk. Don’t look. Don’t let him know. Her fists were clenched tight, but she didn’t even glance. Simon could hear the pipings Zoë couldn’t, the high-pitched squeal that bounced through the air and felt out shapes and movement in the night. He dared not move, lest he attract Christopher.

Then the bat was ahead of Zoë. It dipped around a tree and disappeared. And, at the park, a small boy stepped from the bushes out onto the sidewalk. He carried a knapsack over his shoulder. A teddy bear poked its head out from under an unbuckled strap. The boy waited for Zoë with anticipation on his face.

Simon bared his teeth and growled softly at the back of his throat. Damn his eyes. He couldn’t wait any longer? He couldn’t follow her farther? Did he know?

Zoë reached the park, and Christopher walked up to her, the knapsack bumping his thigh. Zoë looked startled. Don’t give it away, Simon begged. He’s just a boy to you, remember. He raised a hand to his mouth and worried a nail. Damn! Damn! Damn!

They talked. Simon could not quite hear what they said, even with ears acutely tuned for the hunt. It was too far to make out words, and it nearly drove him crazy. Perhaps Christopher’s words gave him away. Perhaps he did know her. Zoë wouldn’t be able to tell, but Simon could—if only he could hear.

Zoë walked into the the park with Christopher, offering her hand. Good girl. Brave girl. Her smile looked strained to him, but Simon suspected Christopher did not care enough about humans to tell a false smile from a true.

Simon followed carefully at a distance as they traveled the path to the center of the park. It was the right direction, and he dared to hope. But they stopped in the dark of a wide-spreading tree. Not here, Simon pleaded silently. Don’t stop here. The moonlight didn’t penetrate the shadows, and he could only see shady forms. Don’t look into his eyes, he thought. Remember what I said. He’ll have you, if you do that. Get out of there. Get out. Yet they stayed there in the dark, as if in eternity, and Simon wanted to howl.

This was all wrong; he had to go to her. He took the risk and eased himself through the night. If I can get close, I can jump him, he thought.

The figures were clearer the closer he got, and he saw the small form hold up something to the girl. Then he was close enough to hear the chirping voice. “This is Teddy. He’s lost too. Kiss Teddy and make it better.”

Zoë bent to the child, closer and closer into the reach of those greedy hands. He would grasp her hair, expose her throat—he would have her. Simon tensed to spring.

“Oh, what a lovely bear,” Zoë cried, and snatched the toy from Christopher. He tottered back a step, and Simon held motionless in shock. What was she doing?

“Gimme my bear,” Christopher said, recovering.

Zoë held it out of his reach. “Fm just looking.”

“Gimme my bear,” Christopher said more forcefully.

She laughed. It sounded forced to Simon. “What’s wrong? Can’t take a joke?” She backed away a few steps, and Christopher advanced on her, his fists clenched.

“Give it back.” He almost used the command tone but stopped short, still playing the helpless child.

“Come on, don’t you want to play?” she asked, backing away faster. “If you want it, come get it.” She turned and burst from the shadows, holding in front of her the bedraggled teddy bear.

Christopher let out a cry of rage and rushed out behind her, panic on his face.

Simon grinned and punched the air in glee. Go, Zoë, go. She just might do it. He wanted to cheer.

She headed toward the gazebo. “Come on,” she called. “You’re no fun.”

Simon felt like laughing. Christopher didn’t dare go lightning fast and grab it back, because that would give his game away. He still thought he had a chance. He didn’t know. He played the helpless little boy, running after his beloved teddy, outraged by the teasing. Simon hoped he hadn’t sewn up that hole, that his precious soil was falling out all over this alien dirt.

Simon followed eagerly, herding them with his wishes. The quiet, long a habit, took no effort, and soon he became daring. Since Christopher had eyes only for his bear, sometimes Simon crossed moonlight, briefly startling against the night. He wanted to keep up.

Zoë dodged around the gazebo, up the steps on one side, and down those on the other side. There were four sets of steps; she used all but the one on the pit side. And Christopher chased her frantically, picking up speed, gradually casting aside the pretense. Soon he would be too enraged to care. He flung aside the knapsack that hindered his pace. It was a dark park, a late night—he’d strike quick and abandon the game.

Zoë was panting, and her face was white, as if the frost were tearing her throat. Dodge here. Duck there. Slowing down. And Christopher, on short, pudgy legs, moved faster, bouncing from step to step, across hollow boards, no fatigue on his face, only anger and growing bloodlust.

“Can’t catch me,” Zoë shouted between ragged breaths, and headed across the gazebo again to the other side. The side she had not gone down yet. The side with the pit.

Simon raced around the bushes, almost on all fours, and flung himself down in the dried leaves. He could see from here.

Zoë hit the top of the steps with a burst of speed. Suddenly she was in the air.

Oh, Zoë, don’t jump too short. A picture of her, broken and pierced, flashed through his mind. His hands went to his mouth to cover his horror.

Christopher was at the top of the steps, Zoë was flying through the air, and Simon felt frozen in time. He half rose.

Christopher, ready to run down the steps and snatch her, stopped. He had seen movement. His eyes focused in and found Simon, poised half free from the ground. Zoë rolled to safety as Simon and Christopher stared at each other, Simon in shock, Christopher in disdain.

Simon rose slowly, completing the journey to his feet. Zoë lay gasping on the grass, clutching the teddy bear to her like a talisman.

“What is your trick, Simon?” came the bell-clear child’s voice, harder than any child’s. “Have you a game afoot? Is this your slut?” He laughed when he saw Simon’s eyes flash to anger. “Yes, how foolish I’ve been. I must be getting old. Where were you leading me, Simon?”

Simon relaxed a little, inwardly, but he wouldn’t let Christopher see this. “That’s for you to find out.” Christopher didn’t guess about the pit just a few short paces from him. There was hope.

“Shall I ask the girl?” Christopher’s fangs glinted as he leered.

Simon wanted to hurt that face, slash it, rip it. His brother brought an unreasoning hate alive in him. It boiled inside him and made it hard for him to think. Caught in his anger, he didn’t see the change right away.

“You cease to be amusing,” his brother said. Christopher’s voice was higher, wavering, as if his larynx was distorting. “I should have killed you long ago.” It turned to a squeak.

Bullet fast, a black bat dived for Simon’s face, over the pit, over the stake-lined hole that was to be its death. Sharp claws slashed at Simon’s eyes, and he staggered out from the bushes, covering his face. He was only feet from the pit. The bat dived for his face again. Simon ducked. But the bat changed to a boy and sent Simon crashing to the ground.

They struggled furiously. Simon tried frantically to roll away from the pit that could be his own death, too, and Christopher unknowingly forced Simon closer.

Christopher was strong beyond human terms, yet so was Simon, and Simon was larger, which gave him more leverage. Yet Christopher lacked the spark of humanity that tempered Simon. He bit, he scratched, he clawed for Simon’s throat, and won a throttling grip.

“You can’t kill me,” Simon gasped. “You have nothing you can kill me with.”

“I can maim you,” Christopher growled. “I can disable you and leave you helpless while I find the means.” He sank his teeth into Simon’s forearm and ripped the leather like tissue. He sliced the flesh beneath.

Simon screamed, more in anger than pain. “Damn you!” He clutched his brother’s throat, but Christopher pried him off. Christopher rolled, and flipped Simon over him. Simon’s head was over the edge of the pit.

A branch bent. Leaves rustled. Simon could hear the dirt trickle beside his ear as Christopher’s weight bore down on him. Don’t give, he begged the soulless dead boughs. He’ll know then. He’ll tip me over.

“Simon!” Zoë screamed. He had forgotten about her. She stood above them, beating at Christopher with a branch.

Christopher laughed in his blighted child’s voice, the voice Simon hated so much. The branch broke. Tears ran down Zoë’s face. Christopher began choking Simon again, crushing his windpipe.

Then another voice. “We’ve got you now, Blondie.”

Christopher flung himself off Simon. “What the hell …?” He crouched, ready to fight or flee.

Simon turned, and was amazed to see two boys running from the other side of the park—a big one, vaguely familiar, and a slighter, younger kid behind him.

They panted to a halt in front of Simon. Christopher backed carefully away. “Hassling kids now, pervert?” said the smaller boy.

Simon saw Christopher change his mind about running, a glint of interest in his eyes.

The bigger of the two advanced. “Kenny wants his jacket back, asshole.”

The other followed. “Yeah. He’d get it himself, but he’s still in the hospital.”

Simon, furious at his plot’s collapse, frustrated in his anger, advanced on the boys, eyes blazing. Christopher could get away anytime he wanted now. Where would he go? How many more years would it take to find him again?

The big one pulled a knife from his belt—a cheap hunting knife honed to a brittle edge.

Simon stopped. He recognized the boy now. The fool. What made him think that he could do any better this time? But the smell of liquor drifting to him answered that question. Hunted him down, had they? Hunted the hunter?

The boy thought Simon had stopped from fear. He advanced, waving his knife, and Simon let him, anger raging inside. The lumbering boy was right before him now, but Simon stood his ground. The boy didn’t know what to do. He had anticipated anything other than this. He swung his knife, expecting Simon to duck, but the blade slit neatly across Simon’s face. Simon grinned a berserk grin. His fangs slid down from their sheaths. He licked his own blood.

The boy stepped back, his mouth open. He looked at the knife, and at Simon’s face again, as if he couldn’t believe what he saw. Then his eyes grew wide, and his tongue bulged like an idiot’s. Simon felt his flesh pulling back together and knew what the boy saw before the boy turned and ran.

Simon whirled to face the other boy, who had crept around him during the confrontation, hoping to surprise him from behind. The boy gasped in horror as he saw the curtain of blood down Simon’s face, the demonic leer, and the writhing flesh curling back into itself. He backed away, and a noise came from him like that from a wounded beast. Farther back he went. One step more. Then his arms were flailing, and he was sliding. There was a crash and a scream. He disappeared down into the pit, the hole meant for Christopher.

“You thought you could fool me with that?” Christopher smirked.

Simon moved toward him. I almost did, you bastard, he thought.

Zoë fumbled with her coat, as if burning up.

“I’ll get away,” hissed Christopher. “But I’ll have your girl first.”

He dived at Zoë, fangs bared. But something was in her hand—a crucifix. He stopped and snarled, raising his hands, then he started to shift. Leather wings peeled from his arms.

“Don’t let him go,” Simon screamed.

She blinked, too afraid to comprehend what he meant.

“Stop him!”

Christopher’s face heaved and rippled. His nose turned up, and he began a mocking chitter.

Simon couldn’t look at Zoë directly. The light coming from her upraised hand hurt his eyes. Yet he ran to her and grabbed the searing cross from her with a cry of pain. He hurled it at the creature that was Christopher, as it rose into the air. The ribbon tangled around the bat. The chittering turned to screams.

The boy emerged from bat, with the ribbon about his head, the cross strapped to his eyes. There were burns across his face, and he tore at his flesh as if trying to tear out the pain. He opened gouging wounds on his cheeks as he struggled over the grass. He couldn’t see where he went. He stumbled blind. He stumbled too far, and he found the pit. He howled. A squelching thud filled the empty air where he had stood a moment before.

Simon flung himself down at the edge of the hole to see. He heard Zoë come up behind him, then moan and move back.

Christopher writhed on two stakes impaling him. Foul smoke arose from his bubbling form. His body, dying, tried remembered shapes to escape but couldn’t quite make the change. A sequence of muddled forms emerged, and twisted on the skewers, spitting blood—boy with bat’s head, wolf with boy’s arms, pig with boy’s face, sloughing skin.

And huddled in the corner, miraculously unhurt, the skinny boy whimpered and sucked his hands, too terrified to scream. Simon reached in, hauled him out with one hand, and flung him. He rolled across the grass, got up, and fled.

Christopher, a boy once more, twisted into a wizened dwarf, fell in on himself like a crushed insect husk, and finally lay still and mummy like.

Zoë didn’t speak. Simon didn’t turn to face her. He imagined disgust on her face and didn’t want to see it.

“Leave me,” he whispered hoarsely, fighting ice tears. “Leave me, brave heart. I’ll come for you. I’ll let you know how I am. I must fill this hole, and I must think.”

He never turned to her. He never heard her leave. Or noticed the soiled teddy bear lying abandoned on the ground. The emptiness crashed in, and he asked himself the question that he hadn’t dared to ask before. What will I do now?
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Zoë

Zoë gazed at her reflection in her mother’s dresser mirror and held a string of pearls to her throat. They glowed against the black sweatshirt she was wearing. Her sleek neck showed no blemish, as if the boy had never existed, but he was out there somewhere. Her fingers trembled as again she felt the bitter aftertaste of sickness.

She’d come home last night and had hardly time enough to undress before she was in the bathroom throwing up. She’d huddled on the bathroom floor in her nightdress, pressing her sweating forehead against the cool porcelain, moaning with each wave of nausea. The repeated flushing finally got her father’s attention, and he came tapping gently on the bathroom door. She let him in, and he patted her back and said comforting things, until she was well enough to get up and return to her room.

“Something I ate,” she told him.

He laughed sympathetically. “You eat so little, it seems unfair.”

She tried to smile. “Yes. It’s usually me disagreeing with food, not the other way around.”

Her sleep had been restless. Once she woke with a start in a cold sweat, but she couldn’t remember what she’d been dreaming. She was afraid to fall back to sleep, fought it, in fact, but was dragged under again despite her efforts. She got up in the morning to a nervous stomach, and dark rings under her eyes.

“Don’t go to school today, sweetheart,” her father said before he went to work. “I’ll pick you up here on my way to the hospital.”

Zoë had no intention of going to school, but she couldn’t settle to anything else either. Eventually, she found her way into her parents’ bedroom, and to her mother’s jewelry box.

She had always loved playing with her mother’s jewelry when she was small, and her mother had sometimes used that to her advantage when she especially wanted some quiet. Going through the little drawers brought back the peace of childhood. Here was the cheap, sparkling star she had given her mother one Christmas, and here was her grandmother’s ring. There was order in the rows of earrings under the velvet-lined lid, memories in the broken and odd assortments in their special niches.

But the old memories couldn’t blot out her memory of the night before, and that awful, terrifying chase. She had really believed Christopher was killing Simon, and there was nothing she could do about it. I wanted to protect him, she thought. But how do you protect someone against that? The craziness was overwhelming her. And who were those boys? She shivered. Those stupid boys. She threaded the pearls back into their velvet pouch. They clicked like teeth.

Nothing will frighten me ever again after seeing Christopher in that hole, she decided. Her stomach tightened, still not immune to the memory. She closed the lid of the box.

Simon had killed his own brother. Surely that hurt, no matter what his brother had been? What did he feel? His whole life—if that’s what you could call it—had been spent chasing this one thing. What would he do now?

If he leaves, could I go with him? she wondered. Could I live like that? She could live by night, she knew, but the blood? No, she couldn’t face the blood.

Her gaze sought the self-portrait of her mother that hung over the bed. “He’s so lonely,” she said to the painting, as if begging her mother to understand.

She curled up on her parents’ bed, stroking the familiar, nubbled bedspread, and fell asleep under the portrait, under her mother’s watchful eyes. She slept an exhausted, dreamless sleep.

Her father found her still sleeping when he came home. She splashed some water on her face and climbed into the car, still bleary-eyed. They were almost at the hospital before she felt fully awake.

Anne Sutcliff was sitting up in bed, wearing a pretty bed jacket she had bought on a trip to England years ago. She was very pale and thin, but she was smiling.

“I’m going to get a soda,” Harry said. He left the room.

Zoë sat in a chrome chair by the bedside. She felt fragile.

“I hear you’ve been smashing up furniture.”

Zoë started, and groped quickly for the excuse she had given her father. “Uh, yes. I put my coffee down without a coaster. You always warned me, didn’t you?”

Zoë was relieved to see a familiar amused look on her mother’s face. “Don’t worry, no one’s going to jump on you, silly. But I’m not sure a hot cup would have done quite that much damage.”

“Well, it certainly was a surprise.” Zoë felt herself redden.

“Zoë, I don’t care what happened, really. You’ve a right to be angry.”

God, she thinks I did it on purpose, Zoë thought.

“I used to get so mad,” her mother said. “Not so much now.”

Zoë remembered how, when her mother first got sick, she’d blow up at the tiniest thing. “ ‘Cause you were scared,” she said.

“Yeah. That’s part of it.” Zoë’s mother smiled at her.

“But you can’t keep it to yourself, or you burst at the seams. That’s why I suggested the, you know, the therapist to your dad. When you said he wasn’t talking.”

“He went,” Zoë said.

“You, too, huh? You’re going to need each other.”

When I’m gone, Zoë thought miserably, finishing the sentence for her.

Her mother reached for her hand and squeezed it, and her voice softened. “The world won’t shatter, Zoë.” She always seemed to know exactly how Zoë felt.

“We’ve all got to die,” her mother whispered, and closed her eyes, as if admitting this had been a great effort.

Zoë cringed as if she’d been slapped. Don’t talk about it, she pleaded silently. I don’t want to talk about it. No matter how many times she’d told herself her mother was dying, it was awful to hear her mother say it. She stared at her jeans, afraid to look up.

Mom tugged at her hand. “It’s not going to go away if you ignore it. There are no spells against death, Zoë.”

Zoë forced herself to look at her mother. Yes, there are, she wanted to say. Dark spells. I know one. But she knew she couldn’t. “You’re giving in. If you say things like that, you’re letting it happen.”

Her mother shook her head. “I’m just not so afraid anymore. That’s not giving in. Zoë, your dad’s going to need help. You’ve got to look after him.”

Zoë glanced at the door before she could help it. What if he heard?

Her mother saw the worry on her face and sighed. “I’m sorry to put this on you. It’s unfair, isn’t it? You shouldn’t have to be the strong one.”

Zoë’s fists clenched. She was right, it was unfair. The whole thing was unfair. She finally asked the question she had kept on asking herself ever since this began. “Why you, Mom?”

Her mother took a clumsy sip of water. “It happens to people all the time, why not me? I’m not special. Hush!” She touched her lips. The gesture was an effort. “I know. To you. But not in the whole scheme of things.”

Zoë looked at her mother with pride. She’s so much better than me, she thought. She’s brave.

“I don’t think I could feel that way,” she finally said.

“Well, people your age don’t believe they can ever die.”

Mom was quiet for a while. Zoë didn’t know if she was resting or thinking. An orderly pushed a rattling cart by the door. Someone down the corridor was buzzing the nurse.

“I suppose I’m still a little angry,” her mother finally said. “There’s things I’d still like to do. Did I ever tell you how I wanted a house in the country with a bunch of cats, and a studio with huge skylights?”

“Lots of times.” Zoë remembered sitting with her in the kitchen after school, when she took a break from painting. While they sipped hot tea, her mother would describe her perfect studio in minute detail. She never grew tired of planning it. Her mother could never live Simon’s life—all nights, no bright, glowing days, no grand plans, only survival. She would pine, shrivel, become other than what she was. “What a half-assed life,” she could imagine her mother saying, and she smiled.

Her mother looked at her curiously. “Something funny?”

“Cosmic humor.”

“Oh.” She didn’t push. “Speaking of cosmic, I rather like the idea of reincarnation. I’d like to come back as a cat owned by someone like me.”

Zoë took a deep breath. Maybe it got easier the more you talked about it. She’d try hard, for her mother’s sake.

“The someone like you would probably be married to someone like Dad, who’s allergic.”

Her mother’s smile faded. “I can’t comprehend being nothing. It gives me a spooky feeling inside.”

That’s what Simon said, Zoë realized.

Anne Sutcliff winced, squeezing her eyes shut, and Zoë’s stomach did a flip. She wasn’t going to die now? Right in front of her? But her mother composed herself.

“I can’t go on with this pain.”

Again Zoë thought of Simon.

“I was afraid that seeing me like this would wipe out the good memories, Zoë. That you’d only remember me like this. Don’t let that happen. Remember when …” And she launched into one of her favorite stories of Zoë’s childhood.

Zoë sat and nodded and smiled, and didn’t really listen. She thought about what her mother had said. If she can deal with this, I’ll try. But I don’t have to like it.

Her father came back in and joined in with a story of his own. Then she was telling them her side of a story, and they were laughing, and she was a part of them again.

“Don’t let it take away your life too,” Zoë’s mother whispered to her just before Zoë and her father left. “Live it for all it’s worth while you’ve got it.”

No, her mother could never live by night, in the dark.

“I’m glad you came,” Dad said in the car.

There was still that thread between them. I just have to be patient, she realized. Let him grieve in his own way. Eventually he’ll come back to me.

She let herself be mesmerized by the frosty circles around the streetlights. She felt full of happy and sad at the same time. Dad still needs me, she thought. And what about Lorraine? Just because she’s out there doesn’t mean she doesn’t care anymore. It doesn’t put her out of my life for good. She’ll come back to me, too, in a way. No matter who she meets out there, we are still too much a part of each other’s lives. I hope she calls me soon.

Things changed, she realized. People grew, they moved, they died. Sometimes they withdrew into themselves, and sometimes they reached out after needing no one. She remembered Simon’s clinging embrace. What would it be like if nothing changed? she wondered. It would be stagnant, she supposed: frozen, decadent, terrifying. But why did it have to be so painful—all this change? Why did it mean losing people you love?

Then they were home.

There was a note on her bed, scribbled on a piece of paper torn from her notebook. Meet me in the park at 12. It was signed with a scrolling S.

She folded and refolded the note as she thought about him. He’d cheated death, yes, but was forced to live a life he hated. He was always shut out, never allowed to love, and was trapped in the horror of enslavement to his need for blood. She shuddered, thinking of the people he must have killed, and felt a little sick, knowing she had allowed him to kiss her.

But she felt different when he was there, when she could see the loneliness on his face. No matter what he’d done, he seemed innocent of it, like a wild animal. Now that he’d had his revenge, there was nothing left but the pain. He was too good to not be hurt by what he had to do to survive. He could never find happiness. A companion wouldn’t make it easier. Death would be better than living that way. Sometimes there was a time for death.

She thought about her mother then. Perhaps there was always a good reason even if you couldn’t see it, and it was a crime against nature to deny change.

Maybe it would be the kindest thing to kill him, she thought. No one else knew about him. Maybe it was her responsibility, for his sake, and the sake of others too.

She felt terrified at the very thought. But if she was prepared to help kill Christopher, if she had been capable once, couldn’t she be again?

In the garden shed she found a tumble of wood in the corner. Three thick shafts had been sharpened for some use in the yard. Their ends were darkened with soil. She held one and turned it in her hands. It would do. Her lip trembled, and her stomach twisted. Would she come from the front and see the look of betrayal on his face, or did she strike like a coward from behind? Did she even have the physical strength to force it through?

She flung the stake from her with a sharp cry, and its clatter echoed in the earthy hut. Simon wasn’t like Christopher. She couldn’t do it.

Zoë went to meet Simon after her father had fallen asleep on the couch. What am I to do? she thought. She passed a coarse, broken wall near a bus stop. Some semiliterate street poet had sprayed a message there: Life is an ilusion that last too little.

He was on her bench. He sat with his head bowed, and his eyes closed, like a choirboy in church. His translucent beauty once more surprised her. She could never quite remember it exactly, so it always came as a breathless shock. Beside him on the bench was his painting, on the other side a battered brown suitcase.

His head came up, and his eyes snapped open to meet hers. “Good evening,” he said quietly. “Come sit with me.” He put his suitcase on the ground. She went to him, and he took her hand and kissed it. “Remember your poem, Zoë? I’m going to shift into a sunbeam this time.”

She was puzzled and suddenly afraid for him.

“Wait with me for sunrise, Zoë.”

Her eyes widened as realization slowly grew. “No. Don’t.” Despite her previous resolution she was struck with an overpowering desire to stop him, to offer her companionship to save him from this. She couldn’t bear to lose him too. She reached for his other hand and held both his hands tight. She didn’t have to say it. She didn’t have to offer. He knew.

“No, Zoë. You are sweet and kind, but it would never work. It’s my decision, isn’t it?”

She knew he was right.

“I have stayed too long. Death is the nature of things.” He looked away from her. “I am unnatural.”

It was as if his thoughts had paralleled hers all along and so validated them. She leaned to him and kissed him on his cheek. He moved slightly, and his lips caught hers in a fleeting, delicate touch.

“What have I done, Zoë? Why did I exist?”

“You stopped Christopher. You even stopped von Grab. It was all worthwhile.”

He let out a quick, crisp laugh of pleasure. “You are so generous. You’re the only one in the world who knows or cares that I exist, and I can only bring you sorrow.”

She let go of his hands. “Lately it seemed sometimes that you were the only one who knew I existed. Soon I won’t have anyone.”

He looked surprised. “But you have yourself. A good, kind, strong, brave self. It was you who gave me courage.”

He stood and put the suitcase back on the bench; then he opened it, revealing gray, dry earth. He grabbed a handful and threw it to the air. She inhaled sharply. It was his life scattering. “Help me, Zoë. I can’t turn back.”

She hesitated. Then she stood too. Sometimes when things won’t change, you have to force them. She took a tentative scoop and dribbled it through her fingers, but every grain cried out to her.

“No. Throw it,” he demanded.

She scooped a large fistful and threw it as far as she could, screwing up her eyes against the sight. He’s burning his bridges, she thought. I should be happy, but I ache.

He was flinging the earth every which way. He started to laugh, as if unburdened by a diminishing load. He threw faster and faster. She tried to keep up. Furiously, the dirt scattered through the air, thudded on the gazebo, spatted on the path, trickled through the slats of the bench. I can’t stand it, she thought.

Then there were just a few crumbs left. Simon picked up the suitcase and, with a final wild cry, hurled it as far as he could into the bushes. He sank exhausted to the bench. Zoë settled beside him and took his hand again.

“Please keep the painting for me, Zoë. I want you to have it.”

She touched the gilt frame in answer, accepting his gift, a piece of him always.

They sat in silence for a long while. Occasionally a car roared in the distance, miles telescoped by night. A mask of chill lay across her cheeks.

“I’m afraid,” he finally said.

She slid her arms around him and held him tight, giving him her strength and love. This is all my mother wants, she realized.

The night was cold, but it wasn’t the cold that trembled him in her arms. Now and then they kissed, then he would pull away and sigh. Sometimes he would stroke her neck longingly, place one kiss there, then lay his head on her breast. Once she saw he had tears in his eyes.

Birds began to sing here and there. The sky lightened to a pearly gray. She remembered Christopher in the pit and shuddered. Could she stand to see that again? Yet she held him tight. She wouldn’t let him down.

Then the sun was rising.

They parted. Simon looked as if he might spring from the bench and run. She reached for him, and he almost fled from her touch, but he turned back and took her hand again.

He held ruthlessly still.

They didn’t dare look anywhere but at each other as the sun rose higher. He flinched. She held her breath.

Then suddenly he was smiling. His face was lit by day for the first time in three hundred years, and also lit by joy. He did not burn.

She wanted to laugh but dared not break the spell.

Instead, he began to fade. She held tighter, elation turning to dismay. Her fingers slid through his as if they were mist.

But his look of delight didn’t change. “I think I’m free,” he whispered. “All I had to do was go willingly.”

She could barely see him now. He was just a shimmer, like ghostly heat rising from a long and lonely road. Her tears wouldn’t stop. They flowed long after there was nothing but the memory of a faint voice.

“I love you, Zoë.”

It’s up to me now, she thought. But somehow it wasn’t scary anymore.



THE CHRISTMAS CAT





“I will never love again,” Zoë said to herself.

It was Christmas Eve and she was the only one home. All the tenants had gone away for the holidays and her landlady was out visiting. Zoë sat on the floor of her creaky old apartment in the shambling Victorian house, in the city of San Francisco, far from the eastern suburb where she had grown up, far from the father she still had, far from the ashes of the mother she had no more.

The lights flickered as if the ancient wiring were protesting the load. The fuses in this house had blown three times since she had started college in the fall.

She had applied to San Francisco State partly because of the stellar creative writing program they offered and partly because of the happiness in the eyes of her mother when she had told Zoë stories of magical concerts in Golden Gate Park and clubs full of swaying hair, fringes, and beads. Being here connected Zoë to the girl who had become her mom, the girl who had majored as much in partying as she had in anything at the San Francisco School of Art.

But Zoë wasn’t a partier. She valued her privacy and didn’t want to share a dorm room with some “whatever” stranger with no personal boundaries. She had a small inheritance from the sale of her mother’s paintings and lithographs, enough to allow her to rent an apartment. Zoë’s father had reluctantly helped her to search.

When it quickly became obvious that all she could afford was a boardinghouse room in one of the seedier areas, the reality of peeling paint, mildew, and roaches had almost changed her mind. But then she’d walked into this shabby Victorian at the edge of the Mission District, and there was something about the high ceilings, ornate woodwork, and decaying splendor that called to her. The windows of the third-floor, one-bedroom apartment looked over a garage that might have been a carriage house once. The alley was strewn with trash but was cobbled. A tabby cat had sat on the garage roof washing itself. It had looked up at the window as if it expected to see Zoë there. That was when Zoë decided this was home.

I could paint this room, she had thought. Do some stenciling. That Oriental rug on my bedroom floor at home would look good in here.

The apartment was still sparsely furnished, and her only nod to Christmas was some holly she had picked from a bush in the neighbor’s yard at his urging. It was easier than saying no. The berry-strewn branches were arranged in a large peanut butter jar on the mantelpiece. Next to the jar sat a fat red candle and a book of matches, waiting for her to feel festive. The only painting she had brought with her sat propped against the boards that blocked the impotent fireplace. It wasn’t one of her mother’s works but a small oil portrait of a seventeenth-century family—a proud father with a five-year-old boy at his knee and a merry-eyed wife at his side, holding a sturdy baby in her arms, a baby who solemnly stared at a vase of flowers on the table.

The baby was Simon, who had never grown beyond nineteen years old yet had lived to be three hundred or more. Who would ever believe that a vampire had touched her life, let alone stirred her heart? People thought she was odd already, a loner; yet, during a crazy, crisp, star-spun autumn the year before last, she had defeated death, and yet had been forced to accept it too. Simon had accepted, anyway. He had surrendered to the sun and drifted off to the sky. His task done, he couldn’t tarry in a world that rejected him with every drop of rain, every ray of light.

He was the last boy she had kissed.

All she had left of those she loved were paintings, it seemed.

Simon had mentioned that he had lived in this town once. He had given no details, only that there had been moments here when he didn’t feel so alone. She hoped that she would have moments like that too.

A faint cat mew drifted up from below. The tabby must be in the yard again. She saw it often, a shadow outside at dusk, a silhouette at the window, but the landlady had never seen a cat, didn’t know where it would belong.

Even though she had never really wanted a pet, now she almost wished she had a cat—an independent puss who wouldn’t care how much time Zoë spent with her books and her computer as long as she made a lap available and put down a bowl of food twice a day. But … all sorts of things could happen to cats. Even cats got cancer.

She shivered. Her mother had died of cancer on Christmas Eve two years ago, slipped out the door that the Christ Child entered and was gone.

Last Christmas had been the first without her mother, and it had been so dreadful that Zoë couldn’t face another holiday of harsh forced laughter punctuated by uncomfortable silences. She had told her father that her grades were slipping and it was better that she stay at school and study rather than make the long trip home. He gave in too easily. “I don’t understand,” he said, but he had mailed her a present and a check. He would call on Christmas Day.

All gone—the ones who understood her. She loved her father, yes, but he was remote. He could never know her the way her mother had, would never take the time. She looked too much like her mother—the same dark eyes, now made fathomless by sorrow, the same unruly dark hair—perhaps that similarity made him shy away in fear and pain. That was another reason to stay away. She didn’t like hurting him.

There was a time for everyone to go, she knew, but she couldn’t believe in a cruel God who took away those she loved so soon, and if there were no God then heaven didn’t exist either, and she would never see the ones she loved again. Life was so pointless.

She missed the cold of an East Coast December; this damp Northern California winter seeped into her chest, clogged her heart and weighed it down.

She should go online. Maybe Lorraine would be there. They could IM the night away and close the distance between California and Oregon as if it didn’t exist. Lorraine had no patience for dark matters of the soul, and she could make Zoë laugh.

Zoë was halfway to her desk when the lights went out. “Damn!” Was the whole neighborhood out or was it just this house? she wondered. She stepped slowly, carefully to the nearest gray rectangle of window, her arms out slightly in front of her as if obstacles might leap into her path. The neighbors’ Christmas lights flashed merrily around windows and dripped like twinkling icicles from eaves. The fault was the ancient electrical box, blown again, and no one home to replace the fuses.

Down below, the shadow of a cat rounded the garage and headed for the house. Why was it always here? The landlady didn’t feed it. Was the hunting good?

She edged her way to the fireplace. It took three matches to light the candle. The damp sulfur heads of the first two crumbled uselessly. The candlelight created dancing shadows on the walls, but the corners of the room remained dark and mysterious, rounding the room into a ball of yellow light centered on the unused hearth, where the old painting leaned. She hadn’t had a radio, a TV, or a stereo on; in the bright electric light she had felt no need for sound. Now, in the waxy twilight, she was aware of the silence around her. The world was hushed, as if waiting, and warmth seemed to leave along with sound and light. The room crackled with unseen frost.

Meow?

She started and turned to the window. A cat was outlined on the sill outside. It called in a tiny questioning voice, as if asking if she was all right.

Should she let it in? She didn’t want to encourage it, but suddenly she felt relieved that some other creature knew she was alive. The window opened reluctantly in jerks and jolts. The screen screeched a protest as she raised it. The cat slipped in without touching her, like a shred of fog detached from the night. With the cat came a faint smell that reminded Zoë of the garage at home—slightly musty with a tang of gasoline. She eyed the cat suspiciously, but it didn’t look dirty.

“Are you hungry?” she asked as the cat explored the room at its leisure, tail high, eyes bright, intelligent, and inquisitive. She could now see that this was a female cat. What did she have for a cat to eat? Zoë carried the candle to the tiny kitchen, and darkness closed in behind her. She opened a can of tuna and dumped it into a saucer, liquid and all. She returned to the living room, candle in one hand and saucer in the other, like some patron saint of cats.

In the flickering light she saw the cat rub her cheek against the frame of the painting. The tabby strutted in front of the picture and rubbed her jaw on the other side of the frame. Back and forth she wafted, rubbing and purring. “It’s not yours,” said Zoë, knowing a little about how cats marked their territory, “and you might knock it over if you keep that up.”

Zoë put the dish of tuna on the hearth. “Look, I’ve brought you dinner.”

The cat sniffed the tuna, looked up at Zoë as if amused, and turned her back on the saucer.

“I guess you’re not a stray,” said Zoë, feeling somewhat peeved at the rejection.

The cat found one of the cushions on the floor and kneaded it with enthusiasm, treading her pleasure to the rhythm of her purr. She climbed on board, turned three times, and settled down in a stripy ball. She closed her eyes with a trill.

Zoë’s ire melted away. “I guess you’re staying the night,” she said, grateful for the company. “I’m closing the window. It’s cold in here.”

What else did a cat need? She took the lid from a box of books under her desk and tore up a section of yesterday’s newspaper into it. “I hope this works for a litter box, cat,” she said, “else I’m in trouble with the landlady.” She lit her way to the bathroom with the candle and laid the box lid next to the claw-foot tub.

From the bathroom door she saw the tabby on her feet once more, walking toward the painting now hidden in the gloom at the edge of the candle’s reach. Zoë was startled to see the little wisp of gray wander into the canvas and back out again. I must be tired, she thought. I’m seeing things. She decided to go to bed.

†   †   †

Zoë woke in the night as suddenly as if someone had spoken her name. There was a weight at the foot of the bed. The cat? As she rose on her elbow her quilt slid away and the chilly air stung her neck like a bite. Her breath caught in her throat.

Simon sat on her bed. Not the baby in the painting, but the youth she had known—pale hair, black jeans, leather jacket—beautiful in a light that couldn’t exist. The tabby cat was in his lap, purring. His long white fingers stroked her gently; a smile played about his lips.

She yearned to reach for him but was afraid that he would vanish if she did.

He looked up from the cat. “More than once I was sure that love had abandoned me forever,” he said in a voice she had thought never to hear again. “I was always wrong. A little cat showed me that. You showed me that too.”

The cat stood up and swatted him with a paw to regain his attention. Simon chuckled and tickled the cat behind her ears. An unbearable sweet longing ached in Zoë’s chest.

“And we never truly lose the ones we love,” he said. “We find each other eventually. See? Grimalkin found me. We’ll be together again.” He bent and kissed the cat’s nose. “Don’t fret, Zoë. Don’t let yourself be lonely.” His voice caressed her.

Warmth like a blanket of love wrapped around her, and she laid her head back on her pillow and embraced the dream.

†   †   †

Zoë woke on Christmas morning to an empty apartment. She couldn’t find the cat anywhere. But the window’s closed, Zoë thought. The cat couldn’t get out. Was there a hole in the wainscoting? Was there a hiding place she didn’t know about? Finally she gave up looking and sat amid the cushions to open her present from her father.

She held up a gray cashmere sweater, as soft as the cat’s fur might have been. (She realized now that she had never touched the little cat.)

Beyond the sweater, something caught her eye. She lowered the garment slowly, her mouth dry.

The painting had changed.

That was impossible.

But there on the table where the vase had been sat a tabby cat where there had been no cat before. The vase lay broken on the floor, and baby Simon reached for the tabby, laughter on his face.

Grimalkin. Simon had called her Grimalkin last night. The warmth of the dream came flooding back.

“I never knew you loved a cat,” she whispered, and tears pricked her eyes. She swiped at them with the back of her hand. “She’s found you now—what a patient little thing.”

Warmth and hope turned to strength in her heart. I will find you one day too, Zoë promised silently. You, and my mother, and all things lost. And I’ll try not to be so lonely—because you asked.

It struck her then that adopting a cat might be a good idea after all. It was a start.

In the distance bells pealed.
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