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SEAN HEARD THE OPENING CHORDS of Jimi Hendrix’s “Power of Love” echoing for those few brief moments before the cacophony kicked in and Jimi really got moving.  Amy was listening to the Band of Gypsys live album again, one of her favorites.  Sean wasn’t a big fan of the live stuff, but he had to admit, he’d yet to hear a studio version of the song that had the power of this one.  Without realizing he was doing it, he found himself moving to the music, rocking and nodding his head along against his conscious will.  He tried to stop, but damn that had been a groovy band.

He tried to tune it out and focus on the task at hand, grading the student films that had been turned into him last week.

He had forty students total this semester, and even with many of the films only running fifteen minutes or less—Audrey DeSpain had turned in a film that was exactly seven minutes and six seconds long, or, as she pointed out six minutes and sixty-six seconds, as if that made her surreal and probably drug-fueled satanic treatise any more impressive—that was a lot of movies to watch, watch again and dissect, then watch again according to Sean’s rule of three, but this had been the final of his Intro to Film class for the past four years.  He just wasn’t used to so many students over the spread of his classes.

Band of Gypsys gave way to Jimi’s Live at Berkeley concert, and he was singing “Hey Joe” when Sean put down his papers and picked up his video camera.

Amy almost never gave in and went with the experience when he started videotaping, which he didn’t do as often as he wanted—he was a filmmaker at heart, after all—but he knew if he caught her when she didn’t know he was there he’d capture the real her on camera for the first time, finally.

She was blasting music, so he knew where to find her.  He eased open the door to his office and crept into the kitchen, trying not to creak the boards over her head and make her aware of him.

He opened the basement door and slipped out to the landing, then went slowly down the stairs, moved silently to the wall just outside the front room in the basement where Amy worked.  He peered around the corner, making sure she had her back to him.  He found her on the concrete floor, where he’d expected to.  He couldn’t see it, but he knew that, on the floor in front of her would be her sketch pad.  She sat with her legs crossed and was bent nearly to the floor, immersing herself in the sketch.  Her fingers would be a black smudge of charcoal.  She would probably have it on her face before she was finished.

Her hips rocked from side to side to the music and Sean focused the camera first on her ass.

Not bad for a skinny white girl, he thought.

He wondered what the inspiration had been for whatever she was drawing this time.  She found it from everywhere.  She’d done half a dozen last month, all of them different interpretations of the same defect in one of the cement support posts down here.  He loved the way she saw the world, even if his own limited imagination didn’t allow him to share in it to the fullest with her.  Maybe that’s why you’re just a teacher, she’d said once during an argument.  She had apologized the next morning, but the damage was done and Sean already knew it anyway.  He would never be a famous documentary filmmaker, which was the area he’d been concentrating on recently.

The speakers spat forth a serious of high, lilting notes under a stereo effect pedal and Sean knew the random shuffle she’d put her player on landed on the Jimi Hendrix tribute album and Prince was doing his own rendition of “Red House”, this one called “Purple House” and he froze.  This was one of the songs that always got Amy hot and if she started to feel something and decided to postpone the drawing to come say hi to him, she would turn around, find him standing there with the camera, and that would be it for his chances for the rest of the week.  She didn’t like being filmed behind her back, so to speak, which he was hardly ever able to do anyway; Amy had a knack for knowing things.  It drove him crazy sometimes, but as she liked to say, “It is what it is.”

Instead, she kept drawing and the swaying of her body gave away how she was feeling the music.  Sean had to admit, the sight of her did something to him, it always had.  He knew men always looked at her, but he could hardly blame them.  She looked like a taller Anne Hathaway with ten fewer pounds and glasses.  It was the glasses that did it, he knew.  They gave her that naughty librarian look, which was funny considering how they met.

Prince got to the solo and she stopped drawing.  He would have bet anything her eyes were closed and she was losing herself in the music.  When Prince screeched Jimi’s line about going back over yonder, Amy’s head cocked and he could tell, even from behind her, that she was smiling.

The final notes rang out but Sean was lost in the camera, and he forgot to stop moving while the mp3 player thought about what to play next.  He also was watching Amy through the lens and not paying attention to anything outside that range, and when he stubbed his toe on the doorway, he stopped and said, “OOOHHHHHHH!”

The noise startled her and she whirled around to find him.  He saw the anger flash across her face for only a moment, then she saw he was in pain and she stopped scowling and said, “What did you do?”

“Fire” started playing from the speakers.

“Stubbed my toe on the thing,” he said.

“The thing?” she said.

“The doorway,” he said, motioning toward it with his head.  He acted as if he wanted to kick the doorway in retaliation, but that was sort of the root of the problem in the first place.

“That’s what you get for sneaking up,” she said, then turned around, back to her sketch, the sway of the music broken, but her foot still moved to the beat.

“I wasn’t sneaking,” he said.  “I was filming.”

“All the more reason.  I’ve told you not to do that.  I don’t like it.  Not now, not never gonna.”

“You talk to your college professors with that mouth?”

“Every single one,” she said, then was silent, having closed the book on the subject.

He put the camera down and rubbed his throbbing foot, still watching her.  Amy’s body language spoke volumes and Sean knew he had broken whatever spell she’d been under, and she wasn’t happy about it.  Damn, he thought.  Now I’ve done it.

He had to find a way to get her back into the groove; she was happiest in those moments, and seeing her happy was one of the great joys of his life.  He heard Dr. Miller at school telling him his motives were selfish, that Sean’s only impetus for pleasing Amy was because of how it made Sean himself feel.  Sean told that old fuck to mind his own business.  What difference did it make, as long as Amy was happy?

He sat cross-legged on the floor behind her and rubbed his palms up and down her spine.  He leaned in close and kissed the back of her neck, breathing “I’m sorry, babe,” against her skin.

She stopped drawing and sat up closer to him, pressing her back into his hands.  When she was relaxed, Amy got a certain tilt to her head on her long neck.  When she was turned on, there was a particular set to her lips, like she was trying to hold in a sigh.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said.  “I just love how you look when you’re sketching.  So natural.”

He kissed her again while his thumbs dug into the muscles in the small of her back, rubbing in circles along her waistline.

“You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, and it still gets to me sometimes that you choose to be with me.”

“For how long is up to you,” she said, “so stop trying to be sneaky.”

“I know, I’m sorry.  It’s just, the way you move when no one’s watching . . . It’s perfect.  It’s everything a body should be.”

“Shut up,” she said, “you’re stupid.”  She chuckled and shook her head.

“No, I’m being serious,” Sean said.  “You’re the ideal, babe.  You know that.  And sometimes I just want to capture that.”

“Mmm,” she said.  “Maybe one day.  We’ll see.  How’s the grading going?”

“Same as it always goes,” he said.  “Half of them think they’re the next Kubrick, half of them think they’re Tarantino, and half want to be Carpenter.  I swear this kid Jody made his film just as a highlight reel for his band to do the score.”

“You know that’s three halves, right?”

“You know I don’t know nothing bout no maths.”

She grabbed his wrists and pulled his arms around her waist, then leaned into his chest.

“What I wouldn’t give for one original voice in that class.  I’m not saying I have to help coach the next big thing, but these kids aren’t even trying.”

“You’ll get them there.  What are we doing for dinner tonight?” she asked.

“I don’t know.  Hadn’t thought about it.  Are you hungry?”

“Not really, just wondering.”

“We’ll go out,” he said, kissing the rim of her ear.  “When you get hungry, tell me what sounds good and we’ll go there.”

“Then you better get back to grading so you’re not distracted the whole time, trying to get back here and finish.”

“Yeah,” he said.  “I guess.  Or we could just go up to the bedroom.”

“Not happening,” she said.  “You’ve got work to do.”

“We could stay right here, this floor’s been good to us before.”

“Good to you, maybe.  My back still hates you.”

“We’ll be quick.”

“Oh,” she said, rolling her eyes.  “Don’t I know it!”  She laughed and turned back to her sketch pad.  Sean kissed the top of her head and turned to go back upstairs to his office, stealing a glance at the picture.  She had sketched their house as if it were a clock.  The bay window in the living room was the clock face and, visible behind the numbers and clock hands, she had put the machinery, the gears and sprockets.  The slope of the roof seemed steeper, almost menacing.  At an angle, she had somehow drawn the left and right bay windows with a slant across the tops, barely noticeable at first, that made them look, along with the gutter, which she had drawn just slightly crooked, like angry eyes and a furrowed brow.

The gears in the window were spaced evenly and could be seen as cheeks, while a smaller array running across the bottom of the windows, from left to right, could have been a grinning mouth, or a sneering one, now that he thought about it. The more he looked at it, the more he understood it wasn’t just a clock face, but could also be seen as a clock/face.

It looked like she was drawing two different pictures at once, but both occupied the same piece of paper.  He wanted to pick it up and study it more closely, but he never touched them until she handed them to him, that way he knew they were done.  Or what she considered done at the moment, with the understanding that she reserved the right to go back and change whatever she felt needed changed.

“That’s cool,” he said before moving away.

“Thanks,” she said.

“What made you think of it?”

She shrugged and said, “The universe is right on schedule.”

He nodded, but she didn’t see because she was staring at her picture.  He went upstairs and returned to his grading.
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EVEN THOUGH HE CONSIDERED himself a romantic at heart, Sean would never admit to believing in love at first sight.  Lust, he would admit to, but he was a realist and true love, the kind that sustains a relationship over time, wasn’t something that just happened in a blink.

That was before.

He had met Amy when she worked in the North West Angel Hill college library two years earlier.  She had commented on a Neil Gaiman graphic novel he was checking out, The Dream Hunters, remarking how much she’d loved it when she read it.  He said he used to have a copy, but it had been lost, and he wanted to read it again, then left the building.  He read the graphic novel over lunch the next day, but kept thinking of the dark-haired woman with the lips and the eyes who had handed it to him.  He took the book back later that day, hoping she might be there.  He didn’t see her anywhere, so he took it home and read it again.

He finally ran into her, entirely on purpose, two days later when, once again, he tried to return the book.  He saw her at the desk, dropped the book in the book return pile, and went back to the graphic novel section.  He found another, Death: The High Cost of Living, and took it to the counter.

“Excellent choice,” she said as she ran her scanner over the bar code.  “I dressed up as Death for Halloween last year.”

He tried to picture that and decided that was probably the sexiest image that had ever crossed his mind.

“Really?” he said.  “I bet that was interesting.”

“It was fun,” she said.  “Nobody at the party knew who I was, though, so I kept having to explain it all night.”

“You need a new group of friends,” he said, then regretted it.  Start off by insulting her crowd, he thought, that’s the ticket.

“They weren’t my friends, I just went with some sorority sisters.”

“You’re a student here?”

“Not anymore.  I graduated last year.  But I still need a job, so here I am.”

“Well,” he said, “college is good for some things, right?”

And again, he thought.  Bang up job.  First her friends are no good, now her education is worthless and she’s stuck working here instead of following her dream.  Unless of course her dream had been to become a librarian.

“It’s got its moments,” she said.  “You get to meet new people.”

“That you do,” he said, then decided to make his exit before he said anything else insulting.  “Um, when’s this due back?”

She pointed to the reminder card she had tucked into the book.

“Enjoy your comic,” she said as he walked away.

This time it took four days before he found her there again.  Over those four days, he decided he had to know her name if nothing else.  He had spent enough time over the past week having imaginary conversations with her, just trying to enjoy her presence, even if only in his head, but he had no idea what to call her.  Instead of the book return pile, he brought the book directly to her.

“You’re a hard one to catch,” he said, trying on his best suave voice.

She looked up and smiled and said, “I wasn’t aware I was being chased.”

If a black man could blush, he thought, I’d be red as a beet right now.

“Um,” he said, “well, not chased, I wouldn’t say that.  But I’m always interested in the opinions of people who’ve read the same books as me.”

“So you wanted to strike up a dialogue over the pros and cons of decades old Neil Gaiman comics?”

“Something like that,” he said, wishing he had just dropped the book and walked out.  Sean had never been in quite a predicament like this.  He was a teacher here, he wasn’t supposed to be riled by students, or even ex-students.  He was The Man here, dammit, so why did he feel like a stuttering fool?

Because there is something here, he thought.  I know she has to feel it, too, so why are we bullshitting with this chit chat?  Let me take you to dinner and show you the world, he thought.

No, that was stupid, if he said that she’d laugh in his face, and if by some chance she said yes, what was his plan?  A shrimp platter at Perkins and a movie?  Not exactly showing her the world.

Then again, in Angel Hill, there wasn’t much world to see.  So she would understand if their first date was a little underwhelming, right?

No, probably not.  Or maybe.  God, he didn’t know.

“Have you read any of his novels?”

She nodded and said, “I’ve read a couple, yeah.”

“That wasn’t very enthusiastic.”

“I like his stuff for younger readers better.  Coraline, The Wolves in the Walls, that kind of stuff.”

“I haven’t read those,” he said.  “Do you have them here?”

“Probably not,” she said.

He was still picturing her dressed as Death and it made his heart pound.

“This is going to sound stupid,” she said.

Nothing you say could sound stupid, he thought.

“I’m moving out of town in two weeks, but I’d really like to keep in touch with you.  Can I give you my number?”

He was floored.  In fact, floored was only one of the things he felt right then.  She wanted to give him her number, she wanted to keep in touch and those words made his heart soar, but before any of that, she was moving.  She couldn’t move, he had just found her.

He had a momentary irrational image of packing up and going with her, but when he said, “Oh, where are you moving to?” and she replied, “I’m moving to St. Louis, my boyfriend was going to college there, but he graduated last year too, and got a job there.”

And that was the death knell, Sean thought.  Boyfriend.  Of course she had a boyfriend, look at her.

He tried to cover his disappointment with, “Oh what does he do?”

“Works in a garage for now,” she said.  “But he plays in a band too, and they gig a lot around there.”

How in the hell was he supposed to recover from that?  Sure, the guy worked in a garage, and Sean was a college professor.  Yeah, he taught film studies, which wasn’t as impressive as, say, philosophy or business or something, but he had status.  But the boyfriend was in a band.  And, dammit, chicks loved guys in bands.

“Well,” he said, “it sucks to see you go since I just found you, but, yeah, we can keep in touch.”

There’s no way in hell I’m keeping in touch with this girl while she’s living across the state with her garage-working boyfriend, he thought.  Even though Sean didn’t believe in love at first sight, he knew that what he felt for this girl had the makings of something serious.  He couldn’t explain the connection he felt to her, but it was there, and if after only three encounters across a library desk she was offering her phone number, he knew she had to feel it too.

He had to do something.

“Hey, I’m grading some student films this weekend if you want to check them out.  I get some pretty interesting stuff.  I mean, not, you know, you have a boyfriend, but you might like it if you like...”  He trailed off and looked down at the graphic novel.

“I’m actually going out there this weekend,” she said and he wanted to go back in time and erase the last fifteen minutes because he wasn’t sure how much disappointment one person could take in such a short span.  “But I’m coming back Sunday night, if you’re not busy, say Monday?”

“I’m not at all,” he replied, even though when he thought about it later, he would remember he was busy Monday night; he and his friend Matt had planned to get together since Matt worked second shift at the Sara Lee plant in St. Joseph and was just coming off a 21-day streak.  It would be another three weeks before they got the chance, but this girl, whose name he still didn’t know, was moving to St. Louis.  Matt would understand.

“Cool.  Then here’s my number,” she said and slid another reminder to him, this one with her phone number scribbled on it, just above her name, Amy Smith.

“Then I will call you Monday, Amy Smith,” and he got the hell out of there before he could say anything else stupid.

By Monday he had gone through half a dozen stages of heartache, from missing her to wishing he’d never met her and had saved himself feeling like this to hoping she just never came back so he wouldn’t have to face her again and even to wanting to go out and find a girlfriend so when they met up on Monday he could talk about his girlfriend this and his girlfriend that just to make her feel like he’d felt.

But he knew none of those things were realistic.  You just met this woman, he kept reminding himself.  In fact, you’ve barely even done that.  She checked out some books to you, she said she liked them too, that’s it.  Whatever you’re feeling, he told himself, she’s not feeling it, too.

Only, the thing was, she did feel it, too.  And when he saw her on Monday, she confirmed it by saying, “I’m not moving.”

“What?  Why not?”  Not that he was disappointed, but he hadn’t heard the reason yet.  It could be something bad and totally unrelated to him.

“Because of you,” she said.

“Why because of me?”

“I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head.

He had called her on his lunch break that afternoon, and she’d answered and told him where to pick her up, but he thought she sounded distracted on the phone, almost like she was trying to hurry and get off the phone with him.  He wondered if her boyfriend had maybe come back with her.

Now they sat in his car, a dark blue Hyundai Elantra with a dent in the driver’s door from someone slamming into it last winter.

“This is going to sound stupid,” she said.

“That’s the second time you’ve said that to me, and the first time wasn’t stupid at all.”

“Like you said last week, we just met.  But what you said was you just found me.”

“Yes.  I didn’t realize I’d put it like that, I’m sorry.”

“Well, I just found you, too,” she said.  “I can’t tell you what it is or anything, but I feel like, all my life I’ve been looking for—”

“The one,” he said.

“Yeah, exactly.  And I thought it was Jimmy, even though I had to look past a lot of flaws, but he was a good guy and he cared about me, so I thought that was all there was for me.  But then I met you and, I don’t know, you’re so easy to talk to—”

“We’ve hardly spent any time talking at all,” he said.

“But I know what I feel when I do talk to you, and it feels comfortable.  It feels right.”

“That it does,” he said.

“Please tell me you don’t have a girlfriend,” she said.

Sean shook his head.

“Please tell me you’re interested and that you know what I’m talking about.”

“I brought those books back every day until I saw you were working again,” Sean said.  “I don’t know what it is, either, but I want to find out and when you said you were moving, my heart sank.”

“I’m not moving,” she said.

“And the boyfriend?”

She shook her head.

He had no idea what to do next, so he leaned across the seat and hugged her.  She hugged back and she felt good in his arms, but it was hard having her so close to him.  He breathed in the scent of her shampoo, and there was another smell under it.  Perfume.  It was called Sunflowers.

“Don’t move,” was all he could think to say.  “God, if you do I’m going to kiss you.”

She turned her head toward him.

A month later, Amy Smith moved into Sean’s house and, even though Matt told him that was awful quick and that he barely knew this girl, he also said he couldn’t deny how Sean looked at her when they were in the same room together.

“She really makes you light up, man.”

“I know,” Sean said.

During the month they dated before she moved in, Sean had noticed how Amy just knew things.  It was never anything major, she wasn’t predicting lottery numbers, but he couldn’t deny she seemed to be in touch with something.  It was as if she were more in tune with the world than Sean, or than anyone he knew, for that matter.

It wasn’t details she predicted, but when Sean introduced her to Matt and Rose, Matt’s current girlfriend, the first thing she said when they were alone again was, “He’s cheating on her, isn’t he?”

As far as Sean knew, that wasn’t true, but he found out later that, yes, Matt had been seeing a girl named Amy on the side when he had time.  He didn’t know how Amy had known that, but he thought maybe since she worked in the library, she could easily have seen the two together at some point.  Except Matt had absolutely no reason to be at the NWAH library.

Then the day Sean was going to ask her to move in, Amy beat him to the punch by waking him up, sounding a little frantic, a little desperate, asking him, “What is it?  You want to tell me something, but you’re nervous.  You don’t know what I’ll say.  Just say it, Sean.”

He sat up in bed, rubbed his eyes and tried to sort out what she’d just said.

“Huh?” was all he managed.

“I know you want to tell me something.  Spit it out.”

“Love, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes you do, don’t bullshit me.  What is it?”

“No, seriously.  I don’t have anything to tell you.  I was going to ask you something, if that’s what you mean.”

“Fine, then what is it?”

“Nothing big, I’ve just been thinking of asking if you wanted to move in.”

Her scowl broke and her eyes softened, then started spilling over with tears and she threw her arms around him, pleading, “You swear that was all?  There wasn’t anything else, anything bad?’

“Of course not.  Why would you think that?”

She clung to him.

“I could just tell there was something, but you were afraid of what I’d say.”

“Well, yeah,” he said, pulling her away, looking in her eyes.  “We just met a few weeks ago, it’s damn soon to be living together, but it’s what I want.  But that doesn’t mean it’s what you want, and if you didn’t want it—people need their space, I get that—but if you said no, then I’d start freaking out and wondering how serious you were about us.”

“Sean, you’re the man I’m going to spend the rest of my life with, of course I wouldn’t say no.”

As if turned out, that was another thing she was right about.
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THEY HAD CHINESE FOR dinner.  Panda Express had come to Angel Hill and Amy wanted to try it.  The lo mien was dry, but Sean’s shrimp fried rice wasn’t, so she ended up eating most of that.  Her orange chicken had been crusty and hard, but Sean’s honey walnut shrimp was delicious and she had several pieces.  The broccoli in her broccoli beef was cold, but Sean’s mandarin chicken was hot and she finished it off for him.

He didn’t complain, he was distracted by the throbbing toe and wondered if he might have broken it.

“It’s fine,” she said.  “It’s not broken, don’t worry about it.”

“And how do you know?” he asked.

She answered as she always did.  “Just do.”

“I’ll take your word for it, then.  But if it turns black and falls off, I’m blaming you.”

“Hey, I’m not a doctor,” she said, and Sean laughed.  “But that’s still what you get.”

“I said I was sorry for sneaking up,” he said.  “In my defense, I wasn’t trying to be sneaky, I just wanted to capture your body in the moment without ruining it.  You looked really sexy.”

“I’m not your dancing monkey.”

“I know, love.”

That was the end of it until they were in the car—an upgrade from Sean’s Elantra to a newer model, still not new, but there were no dents—when Amy said, “You’re still thinking about it.”

Sean shook his head, glanced over at her, and said, “The toe?  No, it’ll be fine, I’m sure.  I think if I’d really broken it, I wouldn’t have been able to put my shoe on or drive.”

“Not the toe.  You’re still thinking of filming me.”

“Baby, I’m always thinking of filming you.”

“Not like that, though.”

“Honestly?  Yeah, I’m still thinking about it.”

“Because you want to ... quiz me.”

“God, would you stop doing that, you’re creeping me out.”

Sean, a naturally private person, let few people in over the course of his life, but from Amy he had learned it did no good to have secrets, because if it was important enough, she would find it out.  She never pried, she never revealed anything to embarrass him, but he no longer tried to hide anything behind a brick wall in his head.  But there were times when it did get to be too much, and it started to feel a tad bit invasive.

“I’m sorry,” she said.  “I can just tell.”

He shrugged.  “That’s okay, it shouldn’t be hard to figure out anyway.  Filming is what I do, I’m almost always thinking about it.”

“Not like this, though.  I don’t think so anyway.”

“No,” he agreed.  “Not like this.”

“And what do I get if I say okay?”

He shrugged.

“What do you want?”

“A promise you’ll never sneak up on me with your camera again.  It gets old, and I don’t like it.  If I let you film me, which I don’t like anyway, then you promise to never—and I mean ever in your life—do it behind my back again.”

“So I have to remove the camera in the shower?”  He sighed long and loud, putting on the extra emphasis for her sake and said, “Fiiiiine!”

“We’ll see,” she said.

They got home and Amy went to the bathroom.  When she came back, Sean already had his camera out.

“What, now?” she said.  “I didn’t say anything about now.”

“We’re here.”  He shrugged.  “We get it over with and then we watch some Mystery Science Theatre on Netflix.  Come on.”

She shook her head and rolled her eyes and said, “Fine, ok.  Whatever.  What do you want?”

“Just sit on the couch,” he said.

She did and he had the camera on her.  Her arms were crossed over her chest and she wasn’t looking at the camera.

“You know this makes me uncomfortable, right?”

“But just think of the rewards,” he said.  “You’ll never again have to wonder if I’m filming you while you’re not watching.”

“I don’t wonder now, I just assume you either are, or are trying to.”

He shrugged.

“Anyway,” he said, “just be yourself.  It’s you I want to get on film.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re very graceful.  I love watching you move.”

“You’re stupid.”

“Can’t argue with that.  Doesn’t change the fact, though.  When did you know you loved me?”

“You know when.”

“No, I know when I loved you, and I know what you’ve told me.  But when did you feel it, for sure?”

“Death.  When you checked out Death, I looked up and saw it was you again and I smiled big inside and wanted you to stay there all day and talk to me.”

“And that’s love?”

“It was then,” she said.

“And then you told me you were moving and that you had a boyfriend.  The old ‘let’s be friends.’”

Now it was Amy’s turn to shrug.

“Did you know even when you were saying it that you weren’t going to move there?”

“I think probably.  I didn’t put it into words like that, but I think it was there somewhere.  I went that weekend because I went every couple of weekends, especially if the band was gigging.  I’d help carry the equipment, run the soundboard.  I was friends with all of them, so I didn’t mind.  And they had a gig that weekend, so I went as usual.  But I think, yeah, somewhere in there I knew I wouldn’t be going back.”

“And you’ve been trapped ever since.”

“Call it what you want,” she said.  “I’ve never been happier.  It fits with you, you know?”

He raised an eyebrow and Amy smiled and said, “Not like that, stupid.  Ok, like that too.  But you know what I mean.”

He smiled behind the camera.  He knew very well.

“Okay,” he continued, “but if you recall you didn’t say I love you until a couple of weeks in.  I kept saying it and saying it and you’d just smile and wrinkle your nose, but you just would not say it.”

“I couldn’t.  It was self defense.  I knew if I said it, that was it for me.  I’d be done.”

“But you finally did.”

“And do you remember what you said when I finally said it?” she asked.

“I didn’t say anything.  I broke out crying like a baby because I was so happy.”

“God, you’re such a girl.”

He shrugged.

“So,” he said, “you met and fell in love with me, you finally gave in to it and let it . . . What’s the word I want?”

“Consume.”

“Let it consume you.”

“And did it ever.”

“And now here we are, happy together, very much in love.  What’s next?”

She shrugged.  He thought she looked like she was finally beginning to feel uncomfortable in front of the camera, so he lowered it from his face so she could see him, so she could focus on him, look into his eyes instead of the camera, to help put her at ease again.

“Where do we go from here, love?”

He knew where he wanted to go.  He was going to propose to her.  He’d been planning it for weeks, and dammit if it hadn’t been nearly impossible to keep it from her radar or whatever it was.  Trying to act normal when he was beaming inside every time he saw her and thought about how the ring was going to look on her, it had, at times, taken all the concentration he could muster.

“I don’t know,” she said.  “You tell me.”

“Okay,” he said, “how about this.  What do you predict is our future?  Where do you see us in, let’s say five years?”

Amy slammed violently back into the couch, her head flopping back on her neck, and her arms went rigid, her fingers spasming.

“What?” was all Sean could say at first.  He lowered the camera again, set it on the floor and went to her.  He grabbed her shoulders, unsure what the hell he was supposed to do.  He didn’t even know what was happening.  Was it a seizure?  She’d never had one before, not in the time they had been together.  “What is it?” he asked, as if he expected her to answer.

He fumbled in his pocket for the cell phone.  He cursed it for being so elusive, then he grabbed it, yanked it out, nearly flinging it across the room in the process, but somehow keeping hold of it.  He tried to get his nervous fingers to calm down long enough to dial 911, but Amy’s hand, like a claw really, grabbed his wrist and he looked into her eyes.

“Dead,” she croaked.  “You, me.”  She swallowed.  “Everyone, dead.  Five years?  Dead dead dead dead dead.”

He sat next to her on the couch and stroked her face, which was pulled tight in a grimace.  He wished he knew what to do, but his mind was a blank.  He had even forgotten he had his phone out, ready to call for help.

“What do you mean?” he asked.  “Who’s dead?”

“You are,” she said.  “In five years, you’re dead, love.  Everyone’s dead.  All of them.  The Englishman, the woman, the short one, the dirty one, everyone.”

Her entire body shook, then tightened up all at once as every muscle contracted.  She stretched and twisted into a shape he couldn’t bear to look at and he wondered how she wasn’t snapping her spine doing that.

“Tell me what happens,” he said.  “I’ll stop it.  I won’t let you die, love, and I promise I won’t die on you.”

“You can’t stop it,” she moaned, now writhing, trying to roll across the couch from one direction to the other.  “They’re all dead.  My God.  My God, love, everyone!”

She screamed then, a shriek like he’d never heard outside of a haunted house on Halloween, some manufactured shrill wail.

He looked away for a second, wondering what was in his hand, then he saw it was just his phone.  When he looked back again, Amy was unconscious.
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FOR THE FIRST TIME IN Brian Thompson’s thirty-nine years, he woke up to an empty house.  God, it was a strange feeling.  He had often wondered what it would be like to have his own place, but considering he was paying the bills, it sort of was his own place.  He just didn’t have his name on any of the paperwork.

He knew he was going to spend the day alternating between grieving and arranging for their funerals, but right now, first thing in the morning, all he could think of was how quiet the house was.

He wasn’t sure he liked the silence.

Something else he didn’t like was the sense that, now that he was completely alone, he was being watched.

He wondered how long that feeling would last, that his parents were still here, only now they could see everything.  It was going to be a while before he went to any porn sites, he felt pretty sure of that.

He wanted nothing more than to spend the day in bed—or rather the evening, since it was already afternoon.  That was a plus, he thought, to working third shift; he wouldn’t be spending his nights sleeping in this uncomfortably empty house.  No, he realized, he’d just spend two nights a week, wide awake at 3:00 a.m., wondering who or what was watching him from the shadows.  But it’s only two nights a week, he thought.  At least he wouldn’t be waking up every night at that same time, wondering what that creak in the dark was from.

Christ, he thought, it’s been one day and already I’ve got them haunting me.

Brian had never arranged a funeral before, and had no idea where to start.  He knew his parents had a plot at Mount Olivet in St. Joe, so he should probably call one of the funeral homes there to make arrangements.  Most of their friends and family, including Brian’s sister Melanie, were still there anyway.

They had moved to Angel Hill shortly after Brian graduated from Central High because his dad got a job in Angel Hill and didn’t want to make the twenty minute drive to and from town every day.  So they’d packed up and bought a house here.  Brian had gone to work at the Burger King in town—that was where he met his friends Steven and Keith and reconnected with an old classmate from St. Joe, Mike See—but five years later, when his dad got fired and they didn’t know how they would pay the bills on Brian’s fast food salary, Brian had done the only thing he could think of and got a different, better paying job.  The only job he found that would pay enough to get by was the wire rope manufacturer in St. Joe.  Brian made the twenty minute drive to and from town every day, partly to spite his dad, with whom he had always been a bit angry for moving them in the first place.  He never told his dad any of this.

So now here he was two decades later, still working third shift, making that shift differential payment, and finding himself suddenly alone.  He wondered if it had been the thought of being alone that might have contributed to his never leaving home, or if it had been a feeling of obligation.  Because if he didn’t live with his parents, then his parents were probably going to have to live with him.  What choice did they have?  His dad never had found a new job.  Nothing worth taking anyway.

Brian never knew his dad’s trouble in finding work, and he never questioned it.  He did what he had to, and he made enough working the strander all night that he was able to pay their bills and still had enough to dump into his own hobbies.  He didn’t do a whole lot of reading, but he’d never missed an issue of Batman, Green Lantern, Superman, Justice League or The Legion of Super-Heroes in over twenty years.

And really all of this was nothing more than Brian putting off the inevitable.  He was going to have to get up no matter how much he would rather do anything else than what he was going to have to do today.

But it was already afternoon, and he had to get moving.

He finally climbed out of bed and went into the bathroom.  His dark brown hair was at the midway point between too short to do anything with and too long to leave alone and it stood out at every angle.  At nearly six and a half feet tall, he had to stoop to look into the mirror.  He had a lean, angular face with bags under his eyes thanks to the last twelve hours.  After a piss and a tooth brushing, he got dressed, then picked up his phone and called in to work.  While the thought of being here alone all night didn’t appeal to him, he knew there was no way he could make it all night at that machine with his parents’ deaths on his mind.  So he called and said he was taking bereavement leave and would be back in a few days.

In the kitchen he ate half a dozen mini powdered donuts with a glass of milk, then called Mike to tell him what happened.  He’d call the others after, but he’d known Mike since the fourth grade.

Mike answered with the usual, “What’s uuuup?”

“You don’t even want to know.  But that’s why I called.  Mom and Dad were killed last night.”

There was silence for a moment from the other end, then Mike said, “I assume you’re kidding.”

“No, man, last night.  Out in the car, it was pouring rain and they slid off the road, I guess
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