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The Vampire Helen (Primal Skies: An Urban Romp in the Vampire Midwest, #7)


The Vampire Helen

It's very strange that most people don't care if their knowledge of their family history only goes back three generations.  Doug Coupland

If you cannot get rid of the family skeleton, you may as well make it dance.  George Bernard Shaw

Memory is the treasury and guardian of all things.  Marcus Tullius Cicero
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“WILL, I DON’T THINK I can do this.”

“Yes you can.  Yes you can!  I promise.”

“But Will... I can’t stand it...”

“Hey.  Hey!  Look at me.  Look at me, Hel.  You can do this.  I promise you.  Look at all we’ve been through!  I promise you, you can do this.  I promise you, as your husband, and your trusty steed.  Now turn around.  Turn... turn around... that’s it...  Okay.  She’s coming.  Take a breath.  Good.  Take another one.  Okay.  Just remember, I’m right here with you every step of the way.  I’m with you, Hel.  Okay... here she comes...”

The door slowly creaked open in the chilly November wind like the door of a long-forgotten tomb, and they both stood transfixed at the shadowy creature that emerged, their blood freezing in their veins.  

The creature cracked a smile.

“Helen!”

“Mama!” Helen cried, and hugged her mother warmly while Will stood nervously behind her, holding the steaming casserole dish.

“Come in, come in, child, before you freeze out there!  EVERYBODY!  LOOK WHO IT IS!  Well, don’t just stand there, boy, you’re lettin’ all the warm air out!  Come in, come in, come in, fer pity’s sake!”  

Will tremulously followed the formidable woman into the warm, fragrant house, his wife’s hot hand clutching his.  “We brought sweet potato casserole,” he said in offering, smiling weakly, holding forth the dish as though offering a steak to a lion.

“Oh, how wonderful!” Mama Daniels crowed, confiscating the casserole dish and kissing Helen on the cheek.  “You’re such a good cook, honey.”

“Actually, Mama, Will made it,” Helen corrected her, smiling proudly at her chef hubby.

“Well, bless your heart.  I know just the place for this.  Come in, dears, make yourselves right at home!”  And she disappeared into the kitchen where a flock of women held grand council over the food, laughing and chattering, arranging dishes, fetching serving spoons, gossiping cattily, checking oven timers, and swatting away children from trying to snitch.  

Will stared in at the council chamber for a moment before Helen tugged at his hand and pulled him away from the mad scene.  He shuddered and followed his wife into the familiar old Daniels home, which was raucous with Thanksgiving activity.  
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A PERPETUAL HOLIDAY is a good working definition of hell.  George Bernard Shaw
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THEY WERE ASSAILED on all sides by cousins and aunts and uncles saying hello, how are you, and happy Thanksgiving, and how’s the car running?  Twice they were nearly bowled over by small children racing through the halls until their mothers hollered at them to settle down.  Everywhere was noise and holiday chaos.  But finally they made it to the master bedroom, where they put down their overnight bags, piled their coats well away from everyone else’s, and held each other for a few moments in the comparative silence, the safe, small bubble of peace.  “I’ll get you for this,” she said miserably against his chest.

“I know,” he said, resting his chin on her honey blonde head.  “You can beat me later, honey.  But not too hard... I’ll have to look presentable when we go to my folks’ over Christmas.”

She groaned and hugged him harder.  “At least Mama’s still using natural cleaners.  I guess that lie paid off.”  They’d quietly started a rumor several years ago that one of the cousins was allergic to commercial cleaners.  And there were so many cousins in the family that no one could be found to confirm or deny it for sure, so Mama Daniels simply didn’t take the chance. 

The reality wasn’t far off.  With Will and Helen’s enhanced vampire senses, most household cleaners smelled absolutely toxic to them.  Public restrooms (indeed, most public places) were intolerably poisonous cesspools of scent. 

As it was, they could still smell every little scent that the family tried to hide, hear every little sound that people thought was private.  Cousin Jenny’s coat smelled of cats and tequila.  Uncle Remus’s coat smelled of spilled lasagna, marijuana and his secretary.  Little nephew Scotty was hiding just outside the kitchen wondering how he might get away with looking up Mama Daniels’ skirt.  Aunt Linda and Uncle Richard were downstairs in the laundry room going at it like monkeys.  Two rooms over, Cousin Mindy was going at it solo.  

There were no secrets in the Daniels house.

Not to Will and Helen, at least.

With Will’s family, it wasn’t nearly so bad during the holidays.  The Foleys were a much smaller family, and more spread out in the world.  Will had a cousin teaching in Bangladesh, another living with his new wife in Switzerland, another in a convent in Spain, and his father on mission in Belize.  Even when everyone gathered together in Iowa for the holidays, it wasn’t bad... it was relatively peaceful and laid-back, almost subdued, and most everyone got along pretty well.  

In comparison, Helen’s family was huge, and the fiery Daniels spunk was rampant, and you didn’t turn down family, at the holidays most of all, and heaven help you if you didn’t show up at Mama Daniels’ for at least one proper holiday feast!  It just wasn’t done.  Although most of the married cousins traded off Thanksgiving or Christmas with their spouses’ families, you never missed both.  If you did, you’d be sure to hear it, not only from Mama Daniels, but from every single cousin and aunt and uncle who noticed you weren’t there.

And every year, without fail, Mama Daniels’ house was a riot of squealing children, chattering gossip, and rowdy sports talk.

And the family was constantly growing at a dangerous pace.  The Danielses were a rabbity bunch.  There was always someone at the holiday feast who was this close to popping, and someone else announcing an upcoming addition.  Occasionally there would be a secret under-the-table betting pool on who would come up next.

Everybody always watched Helen and Will with increasing interest, as it seemed they were among the few married cousins not reproducing.  They obviously couldn’t tell the entire family that they were vampires, and would never have children.  Helen couldn’t even bear to confide this to Mama Daniels, her own mother, sure that it would break her heart.

So they simply said that Helen was infertile (which was not exactly a lie).  Most of the family was satisfied with this, and offered their sympathies, but there was always someone of the older generation pushing some wacky fertility cure from the Old Country on Helen.  It wasn’t just the elders, either.  Cousins were constantly pulling her aside, offering some piece of advice they’d gotten off the Internet, or something that had worked for a friend of a friend.  It sometimes got to the point where she actually considered kidnapping just to have something to present at a family event to get them off her back. 

Will wasn’t exempt from this treatment himself.  Oh, no.  He was constantly getting advice from the males of the flock, mostly in hushed tones away from the women.  ...”This position is practically guaranteed.”  ...”I tried that pill, and lemme tell ya.”  ...”You don’t smoke, do you, Will?”  ...”Boxers, my friend; boxers all the way.”  

He politely listened to their advice and said he’d give it a try, but that he wouldn’t get his hopes up.

“Just a few more years of this, then you can pretend to go into menopause,” Will told Helen softly, stroking her back, lacing his other arm around her slender waist.  “Heck, you could probably get away with that now.  Technically we’re both old enough.”  They’d already started experimenting with gray hair coloring.  Each had shown up at a family event or two with a little visible streak in their hair, after which they hadn’t bothered.  After you showed gray, at least once, people tended to assume you were dyeing it.  Wrinkles simply weren’t worth the effort; nobody wrinkled these days, not with the miracle of plastic surgery and a panoply of cosmetic “wrinkle cures” on every pharmacy shelf and health food store.

But the one thing they couldn’t fake was pregnancy, or lack thereof.

“No,” she sighed, “Mama’ll just trot out the story of Great-Aunt Bertie, who—“

“—gave birth at 53 in a snowstorm,” they both finished in unison, having heard the story many a time.  Will sighed.  “Let’s just get through this weekend.”  He kissed her forehead sweetly, and they made their way out of the bedroom and into the house teeming with family.  Cousin after cousin assaulted them with squeals and hugs and claps on the back, mothers hollered around them after their children, and children dashed between them like bats out of hell with snitches from the kitchen.  They tried to keep hold of each other, but were quickly separated and claimed by the hordes, she to the females, he to the males.  They locked eyes across the living room for one calm, beautiful moment, and she linked her mind with his.

I’ll let you bite me later, he promised her, and she smirked.  You bet you will, she shot back at him, and turned away as somebody’s baby was passed around to her to hold and coo over.

There’s no place like home for the holidays.
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“AMEN,” CONCLUDED MAMA Daniels, and everyone mobilized at once, tucking in with a great clatter of silverware and a sudden outburst of conversation.  Only Will and Helen moved slowly, taking their time, poking at their meager selections.

The feast was sumptuous as ever: herb-roasted turkey (done Mama’s traditional Daniels way, and nobody dared try to show her up on that), slow-baked ham, sweet potatoes (three kinds of them), cornbread dressing (two kinds, one of them vegetarian, because a few of the cousins were “that way”), seven-layer salad, mashed potatoes with sawmill gravy, a cheese and fruit tray (store-bought; someone would get ridiculed over that), four versions of green bean casserole, eleven kinds of pie, sweet tea, red wine, and a crock full of steaming mulled cider.  It should have been enough to fill any belly and satisfy any palate ten times over.

But to the two vampires, it was nothing but ash on their tongues.  They had to put up the appearance of enjoying their food, surrounded by human family, and it certainly smelled great, but their hearts weren’t in it.  Food simply tasted dead to them now.  

They tried to make it look like they’d taken more food than they had, spreading it out on their plates, eating slowly, making a show out of chewing the hell out of their food.  Occasionally they glanced into the living room at the kiddie table, where food fights broke out sporadically, and wished they could get away with something like that.

Will slipped his hands under the table on the pretense of wiping his hands on his napkin, and pulled out his hidden hip flask of cow’s blood.  He stealthily uncapped it, eyes fixed on his plate in concentration, poured out a little into his hand, and worked a little shadow trickery.

Helen’s glass of red wine suddenly looked a tiny bit redder than it had a moment before.  She smiled gratefully at her husband.  A moment later, his own glass of wine reddened a tiny bit.  

There.  At least the wine would be more tolerable now.  He capped the flask and put it away with no one the wiser, except for Cousin Addie, who was staring slyly at their distracted faces knowingly over her plate, thinking they must be playing footsie under the table.  She grinned lasciviously, imagining what Will must be like in bed.  

Helen glared at her cousin, hating her telepathic gift right now.  She made herself ignore Addie and allowed her focus to drift over to the conversations at the table.

It always seemed to be the same.  Gossip about each other’s lives, married lives, work lives, family lives, financial lives (“You’ve got to try this stock tip!  Don’t pass this up!”).  Complaining about gas prices.  Complaining about the government.  Complaining about their waistlines, about TV, about the weather.  Always the same.  I can’t seem to lose weight; what’s Congress doing this time; she’s gained so much weight, she must be pregnant; my washer’s out again, there goes $300 down the drain; he’s screwing his boss’s daughter, what a shameful thing to do; why don’t they put some decent programming on for a change, enough with this reality TV crap; she looks fabulous, must be bulimic; gas prices are insane, what’s wrong with this country; back in my day... why if I were running this country...  

It never changed.  Ever.  Helen sighed, sipped her wine, tasted her turkey and dressing, and made an obligatory mm noise towards Mama Daniels, who smiled in gratification.

“Can you believe that Obama person got re-elected?” griped
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