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Renting an apartment in a decent neighborhood wasn’t an option. I needed a room, or at least a place where no one asked questions, where you paid cash and were left alone. The manager of the complex lived on news about global conspiracies and aliens and checked each time whether the imaginary foil hat on his head was sitting straight. He counted money with the same diligence he used to argue with the television. I was genuinely surprised no ID was required: he didn’t even ask my age or where my parents were. Looks like the cash I brought settled it. He silently shoved me a key, hid the heavy envelope in a drawer, and waved me off like it was nothing. From the outside, the building looked like an oversized copy of the motel from Psycho: the same narrow windows and open staircases, only with four floors.

I was heading up to the third floor. It was unbearably hot. Sweat ran down my forehead, down my back and sides; my shirt was soaked. My wardrobe for any season consisted of black shirts, black pants, black jackets, and even black underwear. I wanted to get rid of all that decadence, but I had little idea what ordinary people wore in the ordinary world.

While I was thinking about changing my look, a deep howl sounded behind me: “Dude, help me! He’s after me!”

I didn’t have time to turn around: someone barreled into me, knocked me off my feet, and, stumbling, smashed his forehead into a trash can. I got up, brushed the dust off my pants, and looked around. A big guy was lying on the floor, but there was no one else.

“You okay?” I asked, reaching out a hand to help him up.

The guy’s eyes looked like he hadn’t slept for a week. His hair stuck out in all directions, his clothes were rumpled and dirty—had he crawled out of a grave, I wondered. He pressed a dirty palm to his split lip, wiped the blood, got up on all fours, then to his feet, and bolted without a word. Watching him go, I glanced at the trash can and shrugged.

When I reached the third floor, I saw a girl leaning against a door. I prayed silently it wasn’t the door to my unit, since I had almost no experience talking to girls. I’d only talked to a girl once, when Velvet brought his niece to the estate for a visit.

Step by step, I moved closer and closer. After a quick glance at the stranger, I tried not to stare, though I might have done the opposite. She looked about my age, around sixteen. She wore denim shorts, a blue T-shirt, and heavy boots you could kick doors open with. It seemed strange to me that she wasn’t hot in them. Her dark auburn hair was pulled into a messy ponytail; a cigarette smoldered in her hand. My prayers weren’t answered: she was standing right at my door.

“Not from around here?” she asked, stepping over to the railing and flicking ash.

“Uh-huh,” was all I managed to get out; I should have come up with something better.

“Are you alone? Where’s your family?” She squinted.

“Even the manager asked fewer questions,” I replied.

“Got it. So you either ran away from a cult or from a soy meat farm,” she said, taking a jab at my skinniness.

I snorted. If only she knew.

“And who are you?” I asked, glancing at her.

“Debbie,” she said, crushed the cigarette against the wall, and tossed the butt down.

“And you’re cute.” She ran her gaze over me from head to toe, taking in my perfectly pressed black suit.

“Not headed to a funeral by any chance?” she drawled.

“No. All my clothes are like this,” I said, lifting my bag.

She sighed like someone who had realized she was dealing with an idiot.

“Fine. I’ll come by in the evening and bring you my brother’s clothes, because you look like the lord of depression.”

I thought that “lord of depression” was probably the most accurate title I’d ever had.

The apartment had seen better days, but it suited me perfectly. The stale air could be cleared out by airing the place and a minimal cleaning. In the corner stood a twin bed and a nightstand with a lamp on it. Opposite was a small old couch made up with a throw, with a wardrobe next to it. A little farther on, an old fridge, a countertop, a couple of chairs, and off to the side a door to the bathroom. I hung up my suits, took off my jacket, and rolled up my shirt sleeves. I needed to get the place in order. I managed it in about half an hour and immediately collapsed onto the bed. I slept straight through to evening, until there was a knock at the door. Debbie brought a couple of T-shirts and jeans.
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Several days passed, maybe even weeks. When there’s nothing to do and every day is the same, time might as well not exist at all. I didn’t leave the apartment, afraid they’d find me, and I ordered delivery from restaurants. But the more time went by, the more I became convinced that no one was looking for me, and I was already beginning to believe I had really escaped and it had worked. I lay on the old couch and went over options for what I could do. I probably needed to get some kind of job. The money I stole from Velvet would run out soon. Of course, there are still a few trinkets I could sell, but in the long run that won’t help. I had to live somehow. And suddenly I regretted not taking the violin with me. All those thoughts gave me a headache. Crumbs of plaster fell from the ceiling right onto my forehead. Above me someone was stomping and howling. That struck me as funny. After life at the estate, it’s hard to scare me with a household menagerie.

It was already the dead of night, and I was still tossing and turning in bed from the heat. After another half hour of flipping from one side to the other, I started to fall asleep, but suddenly snapped my eyes open at the creak of the door. The hellish heat abruptly gave way to an icy draft, and I even felt some relief—it became a little easier to breathe, but not for long. For some reason I couldn’t move, and out of the corner of my eye I noticed that the front door was standing wide open. It opened onto the exterior walkway. During the day I had already figured out that the latch stuck: if you didn’t lift the handle, the latch wouldn’t catch. Apparently, I had closed the door loosely. A gust of wind came along the gallery, hit the panel, and flung it open. Cold dragged across the floor, the blinds stirred, and a damp fog began to crawl into the room. If only there were a revolver with a silver bullet under my pillow right now, just in case.

A stout woman in medical scrubs appeared in the doorway. She did not step over the threshold; she gripped the doorframe and silently looked inside, like a sleepwalker awakened by the light.

I still couldn’t move. A drop of sweat rolled onto my eyebrow. I blinked. My body wasn’t under my control. For a second it seemed to me I wasn’t in a room but in a real crypt, and I looked like a decorative corpse. Then control returned. Jumping up, I slipped on the creaking boards and ran to the door. I pushed the woman, grabbed the handle, pulled the door toward me, and slammed it shut. The latch didn’t catch. I had to lift the handle and press it in. The latch clicked. I turned the lock and put on the chain. It went taut and clinked.

I froze and listened. No one knocked or yanked the handle. It was quiet outside. It looked like the woman had left, or maybe she was still standing there.

In the morning I woke up and stared at the ceiling. Above me someone was already working a drill and a hammer. It reminded me of the day my father started rebuilding and expanding the basement.

***
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It was almost two years ago. I was getting ready for bed and lying in my own, wondering whether I had a future. Neither I nor Basil nor anyone else had ever left the Count’s estate. We didn’t even know where it was or what lay beyond it. It was hard to tell what awaited us next. I got out of bed when I heard cars pulling up. Vans drove into the courtyard one after another, and whole crews went down into the basement. They hauled heavy crates, drilled through concrete, blew up partitions, then bricked up fresh niches. Dust hung in a thick column, halogen work lights blazed in my eyes, and the damp smell of cement mingled with the chill of stone. The Count, my adoptive father, moved among them like a conductor, stopping, pointing, and issuing orders with a stately air.

A year and a half later, in the middle of the night, he called me into his study
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