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Somebody knocked on my door. I opened it, and there stood Cat.

I hadn’t seen her in ten years, not since we were both sixteen. But this was Cat, all right. In the flesh. In the flesh and a blue silk bathrobe and apparently nothing else. Her feet were bare. She didn’t even carry a purse.

‘Cat?’ I said.

A corner of her mouth tipped up. ‘How are you doing, Sammy?’

I was barely able to stay on my feet. That’s how I was doing.

‘Come on in,’ I told her, and staggered out of the way.

She stepped into my apartment, swung the door shut, then leaned back and rested a hand on the knob. ‘It’s been a long time,’ she said.

I responded with, ‘It’s great to see you.’ Which may have been the understatement of all time. I was shocked. I’d loved Cat Lorimer. Though I hadn’t seen her since she’d gone off to live in Seattle with her parents all those years ago, I’d dreamed about her plenty. I’d daydreamed about her plenty. I’d even toyed with fantasies of looking her up – going on a Cat Lorimer hunt – a pilgrimage in quest of my one-and-only true love.

And here she was.

Right in front of me, appearing out of nowhere in the middle of the night, wearing a royal blue silk robe that matched her eyes.

‘You’re lookin’ good,’ she said.

‘You, too. You look great.’ She also looked tired and a little too thin.

‘My God,’ she said, ‘we were just a couple of kids . . .’ Eyes fixed on me, she did her half-smile again and shook her head. ‘You recognized me right away, didn’t you?’

‘Of course.’

‘Amazing.’

‘You haven’t changed much.’ She’d changed a lot, but not in ways that made her difficult to recognize. She still had hair like sunlight, the same blue eyes, and the pale slit of a scar like a nick on her right cheekbone. Her face was more defined, more mature – in some ways more beautiful – but it was still the face that had haunted my life for the past decade. I would’ve known it anywhere. And cherished it. ‘You look better than ever,’ I said.

‘You, too,’ she said. ‘You turned into a man.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah.’ One of her shoulders hopped up and down, sliding the silk against her breast. ‘What’ve you been doing with yourself?’ she asked.

‘Not much,’ I said.

‘Married?’

‘Nope. You?’

‘Not anymore.’

So she had been married. I’d suspected as much. Every guy wants a girl like Cat, so it only made sense that one had gotten her. I despised him.

But apparently he was no longer in the picture, which pleased me.

‘Divorced?’ I asked.

‘He was killed about a year ago.’

‘Oh.’ I scowled as if troubled by the news. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Thanks.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘You haven’t been married at all?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Never found the right girl?’

The question slugged me. She seemed to know it, too. Some answers popped into my head. Things like, ‘I found her, but she got away.’ And, ‘I’ve never wanted anyone but you, Cat.’

Only a guy doesn’t say stuff like that. Not unless he wants to look like a jerk.

All I said was, ‘Nope. Guess not.’

She made her shoulder hop again. ‘So you’re basically unattached at the moment?’

‘Basically.’

‘So you could . . . come with me?’

‘Come with you?’

‘Over to my house.’

‘When?’

‘Now.’

‘Now?’

‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

‘Sure. I think so.’

‘I think you’re in shock.’

‘Maybe a little.’

‘I’ll drive,’ she said. ‘My car’s out front. Maybe you should get your toothbrush and whatever else you might need for the night.’

‘I’m staying overnight?’

‘Is that all right?’

‘Sure,’ I said.

‘Do you have a job, or anything?’

‘No. Yeah. But it’s summer vacation. I teach. So I’m off till September.’

‘Great. This’ll work out great. If you’d like, you could pack some things and maybe stay for a few days.’

I nodded.

And just stood there, gaping at her.

Nothing seemed quite real.

But real enough. Even though the past three or four minutes seemed like a wish-fulfillment fantasy, I wasn’t dreaming. I was awake. Only a lunatic can’t tell the difference.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked, surprising myself that I was able to come up, at last, with a sensible question.

‘I need your help,’ Cat said.

All I needed to hear.

Hell, I didn’t need to hear that. I would’ve gone with her, no matter what her answer had been.

‘You aren’t in some sort of danger, are you?’ I asked.

‘You might say that. I’ll tell you about it on the way over.’

‘Okay. I’ll go get a few things.’

When I left the living room, Cat was still leaning back against my door. My first stop was the bathroom. Instead of just grabbing my toothbrush, I used it. I couldn’t avoid the mirror; it was straight in front of my face while I scrubbed my teeth. My hair was shaggy and mussed. I had a two-day growth of whiskers. My T-shirt was coming apart at the seam in front of my left shoulder, and its faded front showed a turkey vulture looking dour. The caption under the vulture read, ‘Patience, my ass. I’m gonna kill something.’

I looked like a bum.

The last thing I had expected, that night, was a surprise visit from the only girl I’d ever loved.

Sprucing myself up would’ve taken too long, so I only brushed my teeth. Then I took my toilet kit into my bedroom, dragged an overnight bag out of my closet, and started to throw things in.

‘Don’t bother to change,’ Cat called from the living room. ‘You’re fine the way you are.’

I wasn’t so sure about that. But maybe a nasty old vulture T-shirt and ragged blue jeans were appropriate attire for whatever brand of ‘help’ she required. Socks were not, so I put sneakers on over them. Then I pocketed my wallet and keys, and hauled my bag into the living room.

Cat was standing in front of my bookshelves, her back to me. She didn’t look around. ‘I see you’re still a reader,’ she said.

‘Yeah.’

‘I remember that. You never went anywhere without a paperback.’ Turning her head, she smiled and gave her right buttock a smack through the clinging robe. ‘Here in your pocket. Even when you took me out. You wrote such beautiful poetry.’

‘I’ve mostly switched to prose.’

She turned around. ‘Do you still have that old copy of Dracula?’

‘Sure. Somewhere. I never get rid of a book.’

‘It got all wrecked by the rain.’

‘I still have it,’ I said. There was a tightness in my throat. Because she remembered.

‘We got soaked, too,’ she said. She tilted her head to one side. ‘Remember?’ she asked.

‘Sure. The Santa Monica Pier.’

‘We ate fried clams.’

‘And got caught in a downpour.’

‘Drenched.’ Head still tilted, she smiled a little sadly. ‘And then we went under the pier to get out of the rain. Do you remember that?’

‘Yeah. I do.’

‘It was the first time we ever kissed,’ she said. ‘Standing in the sand under the Santa Monica Pier. It was cold under there. And scary.’ Her smile suddenly lost its sadness, and she laughed softly. ‘You kept telling me the trolls were gonna get us.’

I had to smile, too. ‘Did I?’

‘I guess that’s why I’m here.’

‘Huh? Trolls?’

Shaking her head slightly from side to side, she walked toward me. ‘Because I felt safe with you. I always felt safe with you, Sam. But especially that night under the pier when we were drenched and the rain was coming down and . . . the trolls were all around us. And we kissed.’

Stopping just inches in front of me, she stared up into my eyes. She smelled the same as when she was a teenager: like cotton candy and Wrigley’s Spearmint Chewing Gum.

‘And you had Dracula in your back pocket,’ she whispered.

‘Yeah,’ I said. My heart was thundering. I put my bag down on the floor.

‘I want to feel safe again,’ she told me.

By the look in her eyes, I thought she wanted me to kiss her. I wondered if her lips would feel the way I remembered them.

They were slightly parted, the lower lip full and pursed out a little.

I was about to kiss them.

But she said, ‘Take a look at this, okay?’

And fingered open the front of her robe, sliding the glossy blue silk sideways to the left, exposing a sliver of bare skin all the way down to the sash around her waist. Just as her left breast started to show, she cupped it with her right hand to hold the robe in place. Her other hand slid the fabric almost to her shoulder.

She tilted her head to the right, giving me a good, clear view of the left side of her neck.

She had a pair of holes down low where the curve was. As if she’d been stabbed there a day or two ago with an ice pick or a freshly sharpened pencil. Neat little punctures, an inch or so apart. Tiny craters plugged by dark, dried fluids.

‘What do you think?’ she asked.

‘You’re not going to tell me a vampire did this,’ I said.

‘Think again.’

‘A vampire?’

Gazing into my eyes, she said, ‘He comes into my bedroom at night, bites me and sucks my blood. What would you call him?’

Lucky, I answered in my mind. And felt like a jerk for thinking it.

‘Let me feel,’ I said.

She hoisted an eyebrow. ‘Go ahead.’

I used the tip of my forefinger. Her skin was slightly puffy around the edges of each hole. I really couldn’t feel the punctures; they were too small.

‘They’re real,’ Cat said.

‘Yeah. They are.’

Real, but possibly self-inflicted.

A decade had gone by.

At thirteen, fourteen, fifteen and for the small part of her sixteenth year before I’d lost her – Cat had been impish, tender-hearted, innocent, full of dreams and game for anything.

How much of the old – the young – Cat remained?

Had she turned strange, gone mad?

Though her sudden arrival in the middle of the night dressed in nothing but a robe was very odd, she didn’t strike me as nuts.

Drawing her robe shut, she said, ‘I want you to stop him, Sammy. I just can’t stand it anymore. I’ve tried to kill him myself, but he’s too strong. I thought maybe you could hide and take him by surprise the next time he comes.’

‘You want me to kill him?’

‘Would you?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘Just come over and be with me, okay? Can you do that?’

‘Sure.’
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Cat’s car was parked on the street in front of my apartment building. On the way out to it, we didn’t run into anyone. I walked behind her, carrying my bag.

It was a warm July night. A breeze was blowing softly. It came from the ocean, about eight miles away. If you wanted to be wandering outside in nothing but your robe, this was a good night for it.

At the rear of her car, Cat took the keys out of her pocket. She unlocked the trunk. I swung my bag in. The trunk lid made a good, solid thunk when I shut it.

We split up. I walked to the passenger door, and she went around to the driver’s side.

‘It isn’t locked,’ she said.

When I opened it, the overhead light came on. We both climbed in. Cat had a difficult time keeping her robe closed. I looked away to avoid embarrassing either of us. We shut our doors and the light went out.

After taking a couple of seconds to straighten her robe, she started the engine. ‘I should’ve gotten dressed,’ she said.

‘It’s a nice robe,’ I told her.

She put on the headlights and swung away from the curb. ‘I just wanted to get away as fast as I could. Didn’t even know where I was going. I threw on my robe, grabbed my keys and ran. And ended up at your place.’

‘You knew where to find me?’

‘Sure. I’ve known for a while.’

‘For a while?’

She turned her head. I looked over at her. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘I’ve always known. I’ve never lost track of you.’

Her words stunned me.

She faced forward again to watch the road.

‘You’re . . . like my safety hatch,’ she said. ‘The one person I figured I could count on, no matter what. So I always had to know where you were living. Just in case.’

‘That must’ve been a pretty good trick.’

‘I’ve stayed in touch with Lynn.’

‘My sister Lynn? You’re kidding. She’s never mentioned anything about . . .’

‘It’s our secret.’

‘I can’t believe she didn’t tell me.’

‘She didn’t want to get your hopes up. It would’ve driven you crazy. I mean, I only wanted to know where you were, not marry you.’

I grimaced.

And took it without a complaint.

One thing I’d learned – mostly from my early experiences with Cat – is not to whine or beg. Acting like a baby never improves your situation with a girl. And it makes you feel like a jerk. You’ve got to keep your dignity.

‘So, why tonight?’ I asked. ‘This vampire . . . he’s been at you for a while, apparently. But you waited until tonight to . . . come and see me about it.’ Make a run to your safety hatch.

She glanced at me, then faced the road again. ‘I don’t know why,’ she said. ‘I was starting to get ready for him tonight, and . . .’

‘Ready for him?’

‘He likes me to do certain things before he shows up. Take a bath . . . a few other things. Light candles.’

‘And you do this stuff for him? The vampire you’re asking me to kill?’

‘It’s complicated.’

‘I guess so.’

She gave me another glance. I couldn’t see the expression on her face, and she couldn’t see mine. That was probably a good thing.

‘We . . . came to an understanding,’ she said. ‘Elliot and I.’

‘Elliot? Your vampire’s name is Elliot? What’s his last name?’

‘I don’t know. He’s never said. But even Elliot might not be his real name.’

‘Why would anyone make up a name like that?’

‘I don’t know. But I’m pretty sure he lies about a lot of things.’

‘What was this “understanding”?’ I asked.

‘Like an agreement to get along. I used to fight him. I mean, he came at me in the middle of the night like a rapist, so I tried to fight him off. I would’ve killed him if I could. But it was never any use. He was always either too strong for me or too clever. No matter what I tried, he’d end up winning. And then he’d . . . punish me.’ She sighed, glanced at me, and said, ‘So we finally called a truce. I’d be nice to him, and he’d stop . . . doing certain things to me.’

‘How long has this been going on?’ I heard myself ask. It seemed like someone else’s voice. Someone pretending to be me, and rational. While the real me was half crazy, laughing and screaming at the monstrous absurdity of what Cat was saying.

‘He started coming about a year ago,’ she said.

‘A year ago?’

‘He doesn’t come every night. He gives me some time to recover between visits.’

‘My God,’ I said.

‘Tonight, I finally just couldn’t face going through it all again. It’s like . . . being his whore. I feel so filthy afterward. Soiled. Ashamed of myself. I like how it feels when he has me. That’s what makes it so awful. I love it. But then I hate myself.’

When she said that about hating herself, her voice trembled and she started to cry. Weeping quietly, she leaned forward so her face almost touched the steering wheel. We passed under a streetlight, and I saw silvery trails of tears on her cheek.

I hate it when women cry.

Cat crying almost broke my heart.

Reaching over, I put my hand on her shoulder and said, ‘It’s all right.’

‘No, it’s not.’

Her shoulder was jerking as she sobbed. It felt small and warm and smooth. I didn’t try to say anything else. She continued to cry, hunched over the steering wheel. After a while, I slid my hand off her shoulder and rubbed her back.

Comforting her. Comforting myself.

Her back sure felt good through the silk.

At last, she settled down. She sniffed a few times and wiped her eyes with her hands. Then she eased herself away from the steering wheel. My hand almost got trapped against the seatback, but I moved it out of the way in time. She took a deep breath. On the way in and out, it made trembling sounds as if her lungs were shaking.

‘Anyway,’ she said. ‘I was getting ready for him. I took my bath for him, the same as usual. But then when I climbed out of the tub and looked at the mirror . . .’ She shook her head. She was silent for a few moments. Then she said, ‘I see myself in the mirror all the time, but tonight was different.’

‘You couldn’t see yourself in it?’

‘What?’ She let out a small, quick laugh – a very good thing to hear after the crying. ‘No. I could see myself just fine. That was the problem. I hadn’t really seen myself in a long time. Tonight, it just hit me. How I’d changed. I saw my wounds. I saw how thin I’d gotten to be. How tired I looked. I saw that I’d turned into his . . . his slut, his midnight snack. And it hit me that this was my fate, this was it, this was how I’d be spending the rest of my life. As his slave. I had no life anymore. I was his, and he was destroying me. So I didn’t wait around for him. I just threw on my robe and grabbed my keys and ran.’ She glanced over at me. ‘I should’ve done it a long time ago. But . . . I don’t know, you go along to a certain point, even with something you know is awful. Then all of a sudden you just have to make it end . . . even if it kills you.’

‘Do you think he’ll want to kill you?’ I asked.

‘If he can’t have me, he’ll kill me. But I don’t think he wants to lose me. I mean, he’s been at me for a year. This is a guy who could have almost anyone, but he keeps coming back to me.’

‘I can understand that,’ I told her.

‘Yeah, I’m such a prize.’

‘Do you think he loves you?’

‘No. Are you kidding? If what he does to me is love, I’d hate to see the way he hates.’

‘But he keeps coming back,’ I said.

‘I don’t know what he sees in me. Maybe I remind him of someone – a lost lover from his salad days in Transylvania.’

‘He’s from Transylvania?’

‘That was a joke, Sammy.’

‘Ah.’

‘I don’t know where he comes from. From hell, for all I know. Which is where I’d like to send him. In maybe about an hour.’

The clock on the dashboard showed 11:05 p.m.

‘I thought you wanted me to kill him,’ I said.

‘It’ll be a joint effort. I’ll keep him busy while you sneak up on him.’

‘With what?’

‘I’ve got a hammer and stake you can use.’

‘Jesus,’ I muttered.

‘You can hide in my bedroom closet.’

‘Sounds like you’ve given this a little thought.’

‘I’ve wanted him dead for a year. And like I said, I’ve tried a few times myself. I just can’t pull it off. He has to be taken by surprise.’

‘Don’t vampires have psychic powers?’ I asked.

‘Do they?’

‘So I’ve heard.’

‘If Elliot’s psychic, he’s done a good job of keeping it a secret.’

‘Then you don’t think he’ll have a vision of me hiding in the closet?’

‘He might sense that something isn’t right. But it’ll be vague. And he’s usually focused on just one thing when he shows up – me. It won’t even cross his mind to look in the closet.’

‘Hope not,’ I said. ‘You’re expecting him around midnight?’

‘Exactly midnight.’

‘What if he’s early?’

‘Then we’re screwed,’ she said. ‘But he’s never early. He’s an extremely punctual vampire. Probably comes from all that worry about the time of sunrise.’

‘A joke?’ I asked.

‘Yep. I don’t know how he feels about sunrises. He never sticks around that long. And he’s never mentioned it. He doesn’t talk about vampire stuff. He says that knowing his secrets would give me power over him.’

‘What makes you think he is a vampire?’ I asked.

Her head turned toward me for a moment. She said, ‘He bites.’ Then she faced the windshield again. ‘He sucks my blood.’

‘I could do that.’

‘Could you come and go whenever you please in a house that’s locked up tight – without ever leaving a clue as to how you did it?’

‘Not me, but a lot of people probably can. Locksmiths, certain talented burglars, magicians . . .’

‘He is a vampire, Sam.’

‘How do you know?’

‘A lot of ways.’

‘Have you ever seen him do something . . . supernatural?’

‘Like turn himself into a bat?’

‘Yeah, like that.’

While I waited for an answer, I turned my face to the window and had a chance to see where we were. Westbound on Montana Avenue in Santa Monica.

‘I know he’s a vampire,’ she said. ‘But no, I can’t think of anything supernatural I’ve seen him do.’

She turned right onto a quiet street. Cars were parked on both sides and in most of the driveways, but ours seemed to be the only car in motion. Cat drove slowly.

‘Does this mean you don’t want to help me?’ she asked.

‘It doesn’t mean that at all. Of course I’ll help you. I just want to know what I’m dealing with.’

‘Elliot’s a vampire, and he’ll show up at midnight to suck my blood. You’ll see for yourself before too much longer.’

I looked at the clock.

11:14 p.m.

‘How far’s your place from here?’ I asked.

‘Two blocks.’

‘Guess we’ll make it before midnight.’

‘Barring calamity.’

This neighborhood looked like a good place for calamity. Between the streetlights were heavy patches of darkness. Thick, leafy branches loomed overhead, throwing shadows onto the pavement. The houses looked old. Most of them had second stories, and very few windows had lights in them. A few porch lights were on, but not many. Overall, this part of town seemed way too dark.

It reminded me of where I grew up, near Chicago, before my family moved across the country to California – long before I ever met Cat Lorimer.

It reminded me, especially, of Halloween nights when I was a kid, roaming up and down the dark and windy streets, scared half out of my wits most of the time.

In those days, I’d still believed in many things.

Including the things that go bump in the night.

Such as, among other things, vampires.

Cat said, ‘Here we are,’ and swung into a driveway.
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Like so many old houses in Southern California, this one had a two-car garage in a far corner of the back yard. The headlights lit it up. We didn’t go there, though. Cat stopped her car on the driveway while we were still in front of her house.

The dashboard clock read 11:18. It went dark when she shut off the engine.

‘Made it with time to spare,’ she said, and plucked the key out of the ignition. When she opened her door, I opened mine and climbed out.

I waited for her beside the car. She came around the rear, adjusting her robe with one hand. In her other hand were the keys. ‘This way,’ she told me.

‘My bag,’ I reminded her.

‘Let’s leave it in the trunk and get it later,’ she said. ‘We don’t want to take a chance on Elliot seeing it.’

‘Fine.’

I suddenly wondered why I needed the bag at all. If I was supposed to kill this guy at midnight, couldn’t I just go home afterward?

Maybe Cat didn’t want to be alone tonight.

Or maybe she planned to reward me.

I intended to comply with her wishes, whatever they might be. Anything to be with her.

We took a concrete walkway. It led from the side of the driveway, across the lawn to the front stoop. A yellow light glowed above the door. Cat hurried up the steps ahead of me. As I followed, she swung open the screen door and stepped past it. It swung back at her. She stopped it with her rump. I pulled it away from her, and she unlocked the main door.

We both went in.

The main door appeared to be solid oak. After shutting it, Cat secured it with a deadbolt.

We turned our backs to the door. We were standing in a foyer with a hardwood floor under our feet and a chandelier overhead. In front of us, a stairway led to the upper floor. A narrow hallway, to the left of the staircase, stretched toward the rear of the house. On both sides of where we stood were entryways, but no lights were on in the rooms beyond them. The only light came from our chandelier. Which was obviously on a dimmer; its bulbs gave off little more light than if they’d been candles.

The house seemed very quiet.

‘Any chance he might be here already?’ I whispered.

‘No chance.’ She grinned a little. ‘You don’t need to whisper.’

‘It’s so dark in here.’

‘Let’s go upstairs.’

She led the way. I stayed a few stairs below her. My eyes were level with her rear end.

‘You oughta be carrying a candle,’ I said. ‘We could have a scene from The Old, Dark House or something.’

‘You sound nervous.’

‘I am nervous.’

‘Everything’ll be fine,’ she said.

‘Only if Elliot’s a figment of your imagination.’

‘That’d let you off the hook, but it’d mean I’m bonkers. Which I’m not,’ she added.

As we approached the top, I noticed that the stairwell was open along its left side. My head rose above floor level, and I looked out through the uprights of the wooden railing. Dim light came from somewhere. I was able to make out a stretch of carpeted floor alongside the stairwell, and a couple of dark doorways. Twisting my head around, I saw that the light came from a room near the front of the house. Its door stood wide open, letting brightness flood into the hallway.

Cat reached the top. She stepped around the bend in the banister, put a hand on the wooden railing, and looked over her shoulder at me.

‘You don’t believe in lights?’ I asked.

‘I was getting ready for bed.’

Getting ready for Elliot.

As she walked toward the room, the light from its doorway seeped through her robe and turned the silk translucent. I could see her legs – all the way up. And when she turned to enter the room, her right breast showed through the wispy material.

I followed her into the room.

A single lamp was on beside her king-sized bed.

The bed was turned down, ready for her.

The sheets were black and shiny.

Black, unlighted candles stood on the nightstands at both sides of the headboard.

‘He likes black,’ Cat explained.

‘So I see. Halloween in July. I’m surprised he lets you wear the blue robe.’

‘I don’t wear it when he’s here.’ She said it in a way that made me feel lousy.

I didn’t ask.

We both picked the same moment to look at the digital clock on her headboard.

11:23

Then our eyes met.

I saw the worry in hers.

She probably saw worse in mine.

In thirty-seven minutes, a stranger was supposed to show up. A stranger to me, anyhow. And I was supposed to kill him.

I could hardly believe it.

Everything about tonight, starting at the moment of Cat’s arrival at my door, seemed oddly unreal, out of whack.

She needs me to kill a vampire for her?

In thirty-seven minutes, he would be here. Someone would be here. Unless Cat had lied to me. Or unless she was nuts. Or I was nuts.

11:24

‘You sure he won’t be early?’ I asked.

‘He’s never early. But we’ll go ahead and get you set up right now, okay?’

‘Sure.’

She crossed the room ahead of me, walking toward a large, oak dresser. It was topped by a mirror that must’ve been six feet long and about four feet high.

In the mirror, I saw that the front of her robe had loosened slightly. I glimpsed a long, narrow V of skin down to her waist.

A mirror?

‘He allows mirrors?’ I asked.

‘He loves mirrors.’

‘Does he show up in them?’

‘Sure.’ Cat crouched in front of the dresser and pulled open one of its bottom drawers. ‘The deal about mirrors,’ she said, ‘is that they used to have backing made of real silver.’

‘Yeah?’ I stepped up close behind her and looked down. The drawer seemed to be full of neatly folded sweaters.

‘That’s why vampires were supposed to shun them,’ she said, and dug down into a gap between two stacks of sweaters. ‘Just because of the silver. Something to do with Judas being paid in silver. A Bible thing.’

Her hand came out of the sweaters with a hammer.

Not exactly a hammer.

A mallet.

A short-handled mallet with a steel head about the size of a large coffee mug. It looked brand new. The pale wooden handle had a sticker on it. The barrel head of the thing was painted sky-blue except for the striking surfaces, which were gray and shiny like a polished nickel.

Cat reached it up to me, and I took it from her.

It must’ve weighed five pounds.

‘Jesus,’ I muttered.

She stuffed her hand deep into the sweaters again. ‘Anyway’ she said, ‘they stopped using silver for the backings. Ever since then, vampires have been able to enjoy mirrors.’

‘Did Elliot tell you all that?’

‘Nope. It’s like I said, he never tells me dip about vampires. But I’ve read a few things.’

Her hand came out of the sweaters, this time clutching a shaft of wood.

She raised it overhead. ‘Here you go,’ she said.

I took it from her.

It looked like fourteen or fifteen inches of dowel, about two inches in diameter. It was flat at one end. The other end tapered to a sharp point. ‘You whittled this?’ I asked.

‘Yep.’ She straightened the sweaters, then slid the drawer shut, stood up and turned to face me. ‘Do you think it’ll do the trick?’

‘I should think so.’

She really meant me to murder this guy.

Though the night seemed more out of whack than ever, it also, for some reason, was starting to feel more real.

Maybe because I held the hammer and stake in my hands.

Making a crooked smile, Cat said, ‘The Van Helsing method.’

‘Tried and true.’

‘Go for the heart.’

I took a deep breath and nodded. And hoped she couldn’t see that I was trembling.

‘You’ll want to nail him while he’s on top of me. That’s when he’ll be most vulnerable. Slam it right into his back.’

‘What’s to stop it from going through him and getting you?’ I asked.

‘Let me see it.’

I gave the stake to her.

She took it by the pointed end, and held it in front of her chest.

‘It’s fourteen inches long,’ she told me.

The way her robe hung open, I had a hard time looking at the stake. The gap was now a couple of inches wide between her breasts. It narrowed on its way down. It went down a long way. I glimpsed her navel. Below the loose knot of her sash, the edges of the robe were still slightly parted.

‘Elliot’s about twelve inches thick through the middle of his chest,’ she said.

I raised my eyes. She was still gazing down at the stake. ‘How do you know that?’ I asked.

‘I measured some guy I met at the Home Depot when I went there to buy the dowel and hammer. He seemed to be about Elliot’s size. Came to twelve inches.’

‘When was that?’ I asked.

‘Months ago. I’ve had this stuff hidden away for . . . I don’t know, a long time. I knew I’d need it someday.’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, I don’t think Elliot’s chest size has changed much since then. Unless it’s gotten thicker.’

‘This stake is longer than twelve inches,’ I said.

‘It’s fourteen.’

‘So only two inches will go in you?’

Cat raised her head and smiled up at me. ‘Don’t pound it in all the way, genius.’ Lowering her head again, she spread the thumb and forefinger of her left hand a couple of inches apart and put them against the wide end of the stake.

About two inches behind the demonstration, her robe draped the curve of her left breast. Her nipple was stiff. The silk took on her shape like a veil of blue water.

‘Leave about this much sticking out of his back, and I’ll be fine.’

I shifted my gaze to the stake. ‘Okay. I can do that.’

‘And that should take care of him.’

She handed the stake to me.

Our eyes met.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

‘I’ve never killed anyone before.’

‘This isn’t a person. This is a vampire.’

If you say so.

‘I’ve never killed a vampire, either,’ I explained.

‘But you’ll do it?’

I gave her a brave grin. ‘Hey, kid, for you . . .’

She lifted a hand and caressed my cheek. ‘You’ll be saving my life, Sammy. I can’t go on having him . . . come to me like this. It has to end.’

‘Well, I’ll do what I can.’

‘That’s all I can expect,’ she said. Her hand slid behind my neck, curled and held me while she gazed steadily into my eyes. ‘The thing is, don’t even try if you aren’t willing to go all the way. If you hesitate . . . if you aren’t quick enough or strong enough . . . it’ll turn out very bad. For both of us.’

I nodded.

‘What I mean is, just stay hidden unless you’re ready to kill him.’

‘Okay.’

‘Just wait till he leaves, and go on home. All right?’

‘Fine. But don’t worry. I’ll take care of him.’

She gave my neck a gentle squeeze, then said, ‘We’d better finish getting ready. Do you need to use the bathroom?’

‘How much time have we got?’

‘How long’s it gonna take?’

I cracked a smile. ‘About a minute.’

‘There’s time. Right in there.’ Letting go of my neck, she nodded toward an open door just a few paces to the left of the dresser. ‘I’ll hold these for you.’

I gave her the hammer and stake, then turned around and checked the clock.

11:29

Before I could turn my eyes away, it changed to 11:30.

Though we still had half an hour, my stomach seemed to shrivel.

I hurried into the bathroom, flicked its light switch, and shut the door. I was surrounded by mirrors. Suddenly, there were several Sams walking past the sink and bathtub.

I still hadn’t shaved or combed my hair. I still wore my old vulture T-shirt and blue jeans.

Who let this guy in?

I looked more like the fellow who might show up to repair the toilet than to use it.

But use it I did.

Someone had positioned a mirror behind the toilet, so I was forced to face myself. When I went, it looked like my twin was taking a leak on my knees.

I finished and got out of the bathroom as fast as I could.

Cat was sitting on the edge of her bed, hands resting on her thighs, the hammer in one hand and the stake in the other. She appeared to be gnawing on her lower lip.

I glanced at the clock.

11:32

‘You all right?’ I asked.

‘Just a little scared. If anything goes wrong . . . I’m starting to wish I hadn’t gotten you into this.’

I stepped up to Cat and placed my hands on her shoulders. ‘Hey,’ I said, ‘you made my day.’

‘This’ll probably get both of us killed.’

‘We’ll be fine,’ I told her. ‘You’ve just got a case of the last-minute jitters.’

‘That’s ’cause I know what he’ll do to us.’

‘He won’t do anything. He’ll be dead.’

‘God, I hope so.’

I gave Cat’s shoulders a gentle squeeze, then bent over and took the hammer and stake from her hands. ‘Where do you want me?’ I asked.

‘Over there.’ She nodded to her right.

The far wall, about fifteen feet beyond the foot of the bed, looked like a series of sliding doors. There were several of them side by side, all painted white, all with golden handles, all shut. At the end of the row, way over to the right, the door to the hallway stood open.

‘It’s all one closet in there,’ Cat said, getting to her feet. ‘Come on, I’ll show you.’

I followed her to the doors.

She slid one open.

Leaning in, I looked both ways. The closet was long and narrow. Light slipped in from cracks around the doors. There was plenty of room for me. Near the doors, the floor was clear of shoes and other obstructions. Clothes on hangers stretched along the entire length of the closet, but they were set back a couple of feet; I wouldn’t bump into them if I stayed close to the doors.

Though the hangers were spread out to eliminate major gaps, the closet looked half-empty.

Emptiness thanks to her dead husband.

I realized that I didn’t even know his name.

And didn’t want to.

I pulled my head out of the closet and nodded at Cat. ‘Looks fine,’ I said.

‘Elliot never checks in here,’ she told me. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen him open any of these doors. So you should be perfectly safe as long as you don’t make any noise.’

‘I’ll try to be quiet.’

‘The room’ll be fairly dark. Nothing but candle light. And once he’s on the bed, he’ll have his back this way. He won’t notice if one of these doors is open an inch or two.’

‘Fine.’

‘Any questions?’

‘Nothing that can’t wait, I guess.’

After I said that, we both looked at the clock.

11:35

A tremor rippled through me.

‘Maybe I’d better go ahead and get inside,’ I said. ‘In case he shows up early.’

‘He won’t. But that’s all right. I have a few things I need to do, so go on ahead and wait in there if you’d like. It’ll give you a while to check things out.’

Nodding, I stepped into the closet. I turned around to face her and said, ‘I do have one question.’

She lifted her eyebrows.

‘Should we have a signal?’

‘For what?’

‘For when I should jump him?’

Her eyebrows lowered. She clamped her lower lip between her teeth, and shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. Just watch us. Wait till he’s on top of me and busy sucking. Then be really quick. When I know you’re coming, I’ll try to hold him. Slam that stake into his back and pound the sucker in.’

‘Okay,’ I said. I was really shivering now.

‘One more thing. It’s bound to be a mess. If you don’t want to get your clothes bloody, you’d better take them off.’

‘Okay.’

‘You’ll want to do that before he shows up.’

‘Okay.’

She smiled slightly. ‘You’re blushing.’

‘Am I?’

‘You’re so sweet,’ she said.

I didn’t like the sound of that. But then she put her hands on my shoulders, leaned forward until her body met mine, and kissed me on the mouth.

A tender kiss.

Her lips felt great. She had that wonderful aroma of cotton candy and spearmint chewing gum. I felt the soft, firm pressure of her breasts against my chest.

But none of it lasted very long.

When it was over, she eased away and gazed into my eyes and said, ‘You’re probably the only guy in the world who would do a thing like this for me.’

‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ I said.

‘I do,’ she said. ‘And I love you for it.’

11:37

I slid the door shut in front of me.
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