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For my parents,

and for all the books they read me,

far too many to name.
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chapter 1


“Turn me,” Jenny demanded, looking up at me, her eyes so intense they could have bored me into the brick wall behind me. “Turn
me into a vampire.”


Her neck was milky white, like a blank canvas or first-day-of-school looseleaf. The few freckles near her collarbone jumped
out at me like targets. Sink your teeth in, they called. Right here. One vein in particular bulged, full to bursting. The jugular. Two years ago I’d been taught about the jugular vein, how
it was the largest vein in the body, holding the most blood. My biology teacher hadn’t predicted that the knowledge would
grow dangerous in my hands. But it had in the past few months.


I had to admit—the opportunity was perfect. Jenny was a really little person, an entire foot shorter than me, ninety-eight
pounds tops. She was not only a weak and easy victim, she was also a willing one.


The setting, too, was tailor-made, the stuff of low-budget horror movies and Mary Shelley novels. Jenny and I were in a dark
alley. At her feet were dead leaves, litter, and a mangled pigeon. Aside from a brief flicker of light from three floors up,
nothing and no one interrupted us. There were no witnesses.


But I was really, really wishing someone would come along. Lost tourists with Southern accents, pickpockets, whoever. I prayed
for someone to interrupt us. I felt insane for having started this whole thing. This whole lie.


I’ve reached several points in my life at which, no matter what I did, I couldn’t win. Here I was again. So, hoping for inspiration,
praying for a miracle, I bared my teeth, tilted my head, and nose-dived for her neck…


Wait, hold on. I must be telling this the wrong way. That whole thing made me sound like one of those bad vampires, one of
those horror-movie vampires who goes around sniffing out victims, isolating them, and draining them of their blood, turning
them into vampires against their will. In reality, in that alleyway I was just as scared as Jenny was—even more unsure. I
was actually hopeful that someone would wander in—a cop, a homeless man, a superhero. I was so unsure in that moment because
I’d never turned anyone into a vampire before.


Actually, that’s not true. I was the one who turned me into a vampire.

* * *

And, actually, I became a vampire under pretty normal circumstances. Not normal like the back-alley bared-neck incident, and
not normal like the circumstances in fantasy books or horror films. My wrists weren’t bound by bloody chains. I wasn’t in
a basement with the crosses and the windows covered. No one hovered dangerously by my bared throat. No thirsty fangs were
at the ready. There were no splintered coffins, no Transylvanian castle, no rabid bats. No one wore a cape. Definitely not
me.


I became a vampire in the third car of a train in Westchester County, New York. I was a Catholic schoolboy from the Midwest
who was raised on Kool-Aid and overdue library books. And turning myself into a vampire like I did was normal for me, seeing
as I’d taught myself how to tie a double Windsor knot, taught myself the lyrics to Tupac Shakur’s “Changes” in Latin, and
taught myself that if I wore a double Windsor knot or recited the Latin lyrics to Tupac Shakur’s “Changes” in public, I would
get beat up. Okay, those last two may have been taught to me by others, against my will. But becoming a vampire—I chose that.


Characters in books and movies rarely become vampires by choice. They’re usually pinned against a coffin or a castle wall
and sucked dry while they writhe in agonizing protest. Becoming a vampire hurts. Or, in my case, is a pain in the ass. To “turn” voluntarily, you’d have to be on the verge of death, or so sick of the pathetic human being you are that you’d throw away your mortality for any kind of change. Looking back,
I had definitely reached this brink, this point of desperation and self-disappointment. And now I’m trying to remember how
I got there.


Maybe it started with the move to New York.

I grew up in Alexandria, Indiana. Well, I shouldn’t say “grew up.” I lived there until I was sixteen, after which I was hopefully
still growing. I was already six-foot-one, but in terms of facial hair, I’m behind the curve, so perhaps I hadn’t reached
maturity. Anyway, Alexandria, Indiana. Its claim to fame is being home to the World’s Largest Ball of Paint. What’s a ball
of paint, you ask? Fair question. It’s actually a regular-size baseball with more than 21,500 coats of paint. You can check
it out on our family Christmas cards from the past twelve years. We pose in front of it every year.


My dad was a regional sales manager for an electronics company. He was like one of those CIA guys who goes to the office and
comes home and never speaks of what he does. The only part of his job he brought home was his love of gadgets. This really
pisses off my mother, who’s really nervous about things like technology and assumes that anything that plugs into a wall is
a carcinogen. Although my dad is clueless, somewhere someone thought he was smart enough to be promoted to a consultant. That’s
how he got moved to the New York office. Apparently a consultant is someone who peers over your shoulder as you do your job and tells you how to do it better. I couldn’t picture my dad doing this. My mother, on the other hand…


My brother, Luke, and I had just finished the tenth grade at this Catholic school, St. Luke’s, a few towns over. Luke was
a running back on the football team and a point guard on the basketball team. He had played both so well in his sophomore
year that the coaches promised he would start as a junior. As for me, I’d been promoted to editor of the literary magazine.
Okay, so I’d been promoted from sole contributor to editor. And, okay, the St. Luke’s Lit only had a circulation of five (that would be me, the faculty adviser, my mother, and two anonymous students who had been
too embarrassed to include their names in a survey). But “editor of the literary magazine” would look good on my college applications.


But I was pretty sick of St. Luke’s. Despite my powerful position on the Lit, no one really respected me. Especially this kid Johnny Frackas, who was always bugging me. Since everyone called him “Johnny
Freckles” (both for his own freckles and for his mother’s full-body freckles, which were the subject of much speculation),
he grew embittered and took his anger out on the closest person. Thanks to the school’s obsession with alphabetical order,
the closest person was me: Finbar Frame. Every homeroom through ninth grade, Johnny Frackas would hail my arrival in the classroom
with “Good morning, Fagbar” and a bout of raucous laughter. In tenth grade, I got upgraded to Admiral Fagbar. In reality, that should have made him a loser, because it was an allusion to Return of the Jedi, but somehow pointing this out didn’t win me any points. And I should have been protected from this torture by my twin brother,
who shared my last name and thus should have shared my homeroom. But Luke only showed up in homeroom three times a year, because
his football and basketball coaches gave him passes to get him out of everything. I was left to fend for myself.


Monday mornings of sophomore year were the worst. Most guys were starting to get driver’s licenses, girlfriends, and fake
IDs that didn’t make store owners laugh in their faces. Other guys now looked forward to the weekends, to house parties and
playing beer pong and puking their guts out and kissing girls. (Hopefully not those last two simultaneously, although I’ve
heard stories…) None of these things was happening for me, not even the puking.


It wasn’t like I was never invited anywhere. In fact, my brother, Luke, invited me everywhere. Every Friday afternoon, he’d
sprint down the long hallway that separated his room from my room and say, “Hey, Sean O’Connor’s brother gave him three cases
of beer. All the cans have dents in them, but he Googled it and said that we probably won’t get botulism. Come drink with
us!”


Or: “Maddy Keller’s hot sister got back from Sweden and they’re having a party. With Swedish girls. They’re the hottest girls after Brazilian girls. Finn, you gotta come with. It’s gonna be uh-may-zing.”


Or: “Did you see the commercial for that horror movie where that Disney Channel girl shows her boobs? The team is going, come
with!” Pause. “But there’s chain saws, bro.”


To my brother, Luke, a ball of energy and optimism, lots of things were uh-may-zing. That’s because every time Luke walked into a room, there was applause and adoration. For Luke, every high school party was
like a red-carpet movie premiere, and he was Vince Chase from Entourage. People were fighting to talk to him and ask him questions. Girls were tugging at his clothes and asking for his autograph.
Guys were calling out to him with weird nicknames they’d come up with between Gatorade spits on the football field. Everyone
was happy to see him.


I could only imagine how guys like… oh, say, Johnny Frackas, would react to me showing up at a party of Swiss girls and adding
to the sausage fest. Or how Sean O’Connor would feel if a random nerd showed up to drink one of his precious cans of dented
beer. Or how hard they would laugh if they ever saw me try to do a kegstand (Luke made me do a kegstand once when our parents
were away, and I’d since been convinced you have to be a Romanian gymnast to perform one). It wasn’t that I didn’t like Swiss
girls or horror movies. And it wasn’t like I didn’t like Luke. I liked Luke, but I didn’t want to hang out with those other
St. Luke’s assholes.


I would never ever tell Luke that I was worried his friends would be mean to me. First of all, my brother never worried about
social interactions, and he wouldn’t understand. Second, Luke took everything literally and might tell people, “Don’t be mean to my brother.” Which would, of course, have the opposite
effect.


So sometimes I would give my brother a legitimate excuse, like, “I’m sick of hanging out with the guys from school.”

Sometimes I would go a little more ridiculous and tell Luke very seriously, “Oh, I can’t drink that beer. I’m really scared
of botulism.”


Or, about the movie: “I heard that Disney Channel girl is actually a transvestite.”

Or, about the party: “Too bad all the girls in Sweden take vows of celibacy till they’re twenty-five. No, I read it, the government
makes them.”


But Luke did not fear botulism, gender confusion, or the challenge of state-enforced abstinence. So off he went and I sat
home while other guys racked up months of sexual experience. Every Monday, those guys would come to school looking all disheveled,
like they were exhausted from rounding the bases. And every Monday, Johnny Frackas asked me, “Score any ass this weekend,
Fagbar?”


Did I snap back with a clever response? Did I use my wit and mastery of words to craft the mother of all Your-Mom jokes? Did
I take advantage of the fact that Johnny “Freckles” Frackas was such an easy target? No. Never. Never once. In fact, I never
even answered him. I sat there like a wuss, shrugged my skinny wuss shoulders, or pretended to be really interested in my
chemistry textbook all of a sudden. I never said a thing. And I really regret it.


So I was obviously glad to leave St. Luke’s and move to New York. It was definitely an ideal time for a transformation—but
New York itself didn’t turn me into a vampire.


Maybe the whole transformation started in New York, with that girl on the train. She spotted me the second I got on and beelined
for the seat next to mine. Although she was reading a thick paperback book, she was sneaking sideways glances at me every
other paragraph. Her eyes took in the raised red patches on my hands and the bandages on my arms. Then she told me she knew
what was wrong with me. And she seemed so certain, so understanding, that I agreed with her. Maybe that’s when I decided my
life needed to change.


Or maybe the need for transformation started fifteen years and nine months ago, with the fertilization of two very different
eggs by two very different sperm. Sorry to bring up my parents’ sex life, but that’s how Luke and I started. My mother released
one egg with her enthusiasm and energy, and another with her social anxieties and cheesy sentimentality. My dad released one
sperm with his sports skills and his mild likability, and one with his tendency to hole up in his room for an entire weekend.
The cool sperm found the cool egg and they hung out together in the cool part of the uterus. The wallflowers got together
by default and made me.


The doctors told my mother she was expecting dizygotic twins, more commonly called fraternal twins. Two different sets of
genes. Two different kids. One absorbed all of the nutrition and grew round and healthy. The other was malnourished but too sleepy to put up a fight. To this day, the first
still has twenty-five pounds on the second.


One of us was named Luke, and one of us was named Finbar. It’s hard to think that my lifelong bad luck wasn’t confirmed by
that name choice.


Luke was born into a world full of praise and admiration. And girls. My brother was exiled from the YMCA day camp playground
eight times in one summer for being kissed by girls. It was actually unfair. My brother shouldn’t have gotten in trouble;
he was the victim. He was the one attacked by girls. He still is, to this day. He was the only sophomore guy at our school
who was invited to a prom. This hot Asian girl from All Saints’ Girls School asked him. And believe me, despite the school
name, those girls were not all saints. My brother came home with his rented pants on backward.


The differences between us really kicked into gear when we were twelve. Luke came home from a boy-girl party with kids from
our parish and announced to our parents that three girls had kissed him that night. Like, kissed him. On the mouth. My mother, who’s a die-hard romantic but also a germaphobe, was torn between horror and curiosity. She
solved this dilemma by asking my brother for all the gossipy details while driving him to the doctor for a mononucleosis test.


I also wanted to know more about these kisses (had one been from that girl with the rosary beads and halter top?), but by
the time I asked, Luke was distracted by a fervent hunt for Fruit Roll-Ups. Where, you may ask, had I been when all this kissing was going on in the basement of little Mary’s house? I was there. At the same party. But Luke had been in
the basement, and I had been upstairs, watching Henry Kim play solitaire. P.S., the only thing more pathetic than playing
solitaire at a party, even a seventh-grade party, is watching someone else play solitaire. Plus, I hadn’t even known there was kissing going on in the basement. I always missed all the kissing.


Because telling my parents that I was hanging out alone with another guy while everyone else was kissing girls might have
given them the wrong impression, I just shrugged when they asked, “What about you, Finbar?”


It’s not that I’m not interested in girls. Just ask the priest who hears my confession every month. I’m very interested in girls. In fact, I’m interested in girls every morning for about six minutes in the shower. I have the sex drive
of Bill Clinton. Even my obsessive love of books may stretch from my overstimulated libido. Specifically, from the children’s
librarian at the Alexandria Library. This librarian had really big breasts. Actually, not big. Enormous. Each one was the size of an adult bowling ball. I swear. As a result, from my Once Upon a Potty days onward, I associated reading with all the things the female body represents: comfort, softness, sensuality, motherly
bonding, nutrition, a sense of well-being… and boobs.


Because I don’t get out much, in my mind, love and sex are all tangled up in books and movies. I’ve lived vicariously through
Heathcliff, Romeo, Rhett Butler, George Clooney, Harrison Ford, and James Bond. From the safety of my bedroom, it’s easy to believe I could be as gallant and brave as any of these old dudes. My mother, too, finds these things
in books. Well, not sex. She’s a stringent Catholic. But she loves love stories. Like a bloodhound, she sniffed out that romantic
streak I tried to hide. I became her companion, her romantic-comedy buddy, her personal Oprah’s Book Club. Let’s just say
I know more about the evolution of Katherine Heigl’s hair color than any man should.


In many ways, the woman ruined me.

My mother’s romantic comedies made me believe girls want guys who are thoughtful, dependable, and romantic. Sure, when the
movie starts, the girl’s dating the self-absorbed guy in the Maserati. But slowly she’s drawn to the guy who remembers her
favorite flower, picks her up from the costume party where she’s the only one in a costume, and reassures her that her interesting
mind makes her far more sexy than her sister, the Playboy model. The whole audience melts when this guy delivers the heartfelt speech of genuine reasons he loves her. His occasional
awkwardness and fumbling only make him more dreamy. This is the guy I could be. This is the guy I am.


And yet? High school girls hate me.

Guys who get girls in high school honk their car horns and yell at girls with short skirts; they down tiny hotel bottles of
vodka at school dances and work up their nerve as they work their hands up girls’ dresses; they make fun of girls at football
games for tucking their jeans into their boots and put girls’ numbers into their phones as “Blonde” because they never asked their names and never cared. Or because they genuinely forgot. That’s how Luke is with girls. That’s why he gets
them—and actually, now that we’re talking about girls, it started with one.


So that’s where it started.

Celine.
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