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  Introduction


  I have always loved scary stories.


  I’m the kind of guy who would go to the beach and bring a book (none of that swimming nonsense for me). And not just any reading matter. It had to be a horror book; ideally an anthology of horror short stories. There is nothing like sitting in a beach chair, the cool ocean breeze blowing across your body, while you read about somebody meeting a bloody and dreadful fate. Now that’s living!


  I started writing stories when I was in the fifth grade. My first story was called “Frankenstein meets Juliet.” The macabre and the fantastic have been meeting in my fiction ever since. As proof, I offer you my only published poem, originally written as a homework assignment, and eventually included in the Hoover Drive Junior High School Handbook in 1963.


  (And yeah, I know the meter is a little funky. I was 13.)


  RODNEY MCGROO


  A boy named Rodney McGroo


  Ate a tiger when he was two.


  At the age of two and one half


  Rodney ate a young calf


  And at the age of three


  He ate a cat, a dog, and a bee.


  And so the pendulum swings


  Rodney was due for bigger things.


  At four he swallowed a shoe,


  A coat, a hat, and a button or two.


  Rodney, Rodney, never fear,


  Was swallowing more and more each year.


  He swallowed a stove at four and a half,


  And also a picture of President Taft.


  At the age of only five


  Rodney swallowed a bee hive


  His mother and father did have a fit;


  He swallowed the chairs where they liked to sit.


  But these are only little things


  For that is how the pendulum swings.


  And on and on, so Rodney grew.


  Where he’d swallow one, he’d now swallow two.


  His parents just didn’t know what to do


  With terrible, iron stomached Rodney McGroo.


  Then Rodney went to his first day of school


  He swallowed a desk, he swallowed a stool.


  He suddenly swallowed a blackboard,


  When horrified, terrified, all eyes soared.


  Rodney , certainly, was no preacher.


  You could tell this well, for he swallowed the teacher.


  But these are only little things.


  For that is how the pendulum swings.


  Then one day Rodney’s father took him to town


  And he suddenly swallowed an old circus clown.


  And Rodney—he was having a ball


  When all of a sudden he spied the town hall!


  Rodney couldn’t just leave this in peace


  So he went and devoured the Chief of Police.


  He was about to swallow the Mayor too,


  But the mayor said if he did, he’d sue.


  But it was getting late and Rob couldn’t stay


  So he gulped the Town Hall and the Mayor anyway.


  When they were about to leave for home,


  And leave it never more to roam,


  Now Rodney’s father couldn’t go far


  For Rodney had just swallowed his dad’s splendid car.


  Rod’s dad made mistakes, it’s plain to see,


  Like the time he took Rod to Washington D.C.,


  When, with no intention of evil traits,


  He ate the President of the United States.


  And when Rodney got home, he was suddenly ill,


  No aspirin could cure him, no syrup, no pill.


  His parents wondered what made him this lame


  And soon, very soon, the doctor came.


  “Sick?” said the doctor. “Out of the question.


  All this boy has is ‘acute’ indigestion!”


  Yep, a humorous poem about cannibalism. I was on my way.


  In Ninth grade, I was first exposed to the haiku, which was described to me at the time as a poem with three lines, five syllables in the first line, seven in the second, and five in the third; a poem that ideally encapsulated a single vision of beauty, or a moment of quiet reflection.


  The teacher asked us to write a haiku while sitting at our desks. (Basically a poetry pop quiz.) And I wrote the following:


  The gigantic dog


  Leaps and bounds among the trees


  And tears out my throat.


  And I was such a quiet child.


  By the time I was in junior high, and even a little bit before, I knew I wanted to be a writer. I would often write short stories for homework assignments (I found that teachers would often give you a good grade just because they didn’t have to read another essay.) I wrote and directed a couple of 8mm movies as a teen, and would write parodies of popular books and movies to entertain my friends.


  College came and went. I didn’t have a great deal of ambition to carve out a career in the real world. I wanted to be a writer, dammit. My so-called “formal education” done, I really had to teach myself to write.


  I went through most of the wannabe stages. I had always read a lot. Now I read even more, studying just how my favorite authors made things work. More importantly, I had to teach myself to take the time to write. And I tried my hand at all sorts of things; mostly lots and lots of stories of every type I liked—funny, scary, mysterious, fantastic—just to see what might stick when I sent them out to editors.


  I found, early on, that I had two kinds of stories with a ready market. My funny stuff appeared in numerous anthologies and eventually led to my first novel, A Malady Of Magicks. And my scary stuff found its way into the newest volumes of those horror anthologies that made up my beach reading. Most of the stories in this book originally appeared in those anthologies. And most of those story collections were edited by Charles Grant, a master of quiet horror, both as an editor and a writer. I sold my first story to Charlie at a gathering called Necon; a horror convention in Rhode island that is still held every summer. And after that, I sold a whole bunch more.


  So here’s my scary stuff, pretty much straight-forward horror except for a short fable about singing cowboys. That last story was also sold thanks to Necon, this time to editor Darrell Schweitzer, and I think it makes a nice light twist after all that darkness.


  Enjoy the beach.


  Kisses From Auntie


  It was the punch that did it.


  We decided that afterward, of course. There wasn’t time to think of anything else when it happened, which was funny. At Auntie’s we usually had more time than we could ever use.


  “Give us a kiss, loves,” Auntie said, and she smiled with her big red lips. Both Bruce and I closed our eyes and waited. We knew what was coming. If you kept still and didn’t squirm, you’d get it over with right away.


  I mean, it was bad enough when I had to put on one of my smelly old dresses and then had to let Mom brush out my hair before we went to Auntie’s party. And Auntie had parties every week! And then, first thing, right when we got there, Auntie always had to kiss us. A big wet one on the check. Absolutely blech!


  Auntie had this smell—lavender water, Mom said when we asked her about it. Bruce and I decided that she had to pour it all over herself to smell that bad.


  “Oh, you’re my special children!” Auntie said when the kissing was over. “If only Uncle were here to see you now. You know, I’ve watched you grow since you were knee-high to a grasshopper. But you probably wouldn’t remember that, would you?”


  Bruce and I both shook our heads. “Be polite!” Mom and Daddy always said. For a while we tried.


  But I was talking about the punch, half ginger ale and half cranberry juice. It tasted much worse than either one tasted by itself, I mean, absolutely blech. We got it when the grownups got their wine or liquor or whatever it was that grownups drink. Auntie would go around and ask, “What would you like to drink, Tom?” And Daddy would say, “I don’t know, Alma. Maybe a Manhattan.” And then Auntie would ask Mom the same question, and Mom would say, “Oh, whatever Tom’s having is fine with me.” And then she’d ask Gramma and Gramma’s other sisters. But never, never did Auntie ask us what we wanted. She just brought us the punch.


  Something had to be done about it. Bruce and I both stared at our glasses and frowned.


  “Oh dear,” Auntie said, bending close so that we could really smell the lavender. “It looks like poor Bruce and Laura have the fidgets. You don’t have to stay here, dears, and be bored. Why don’t you run upstairs and play until dinner?”


  So we did.


  Bruce and I decided that everything about Auntie couldn’t be that bad, because upstairs was a special place, particularly the door right at the top of the stairs, the place Auntie called the back bedroom. It was full of all sorts of things; Daddy called it junk, but Bruce and I knew better. I mean, there were a lot of dusty green books with gold lettering that nobody would ever want to look at, but there were also three big brown photo albums with pictures of Auntie when she was my parents’ age, standing in all sorts of places with some man Bruce and I figured must be “Uncle.” And there were piles of old National Geographics, some of them with pictures of people without any clothes on. There was a big box of old toys that sat in front of the closet door with a lot of dolls and a red metal fire engine and a big bag of crayons, half of them black. When we could get away from the grownups, Auntie’s back bedroom was all right.


  But this time, when we reached the bedroom, the box of toys was gone. I frowned at Bruce. We’d have to look at the pictures again.


  “Maybe,” Bruce said, “Auntie put it behind the door.” He walked over to the closet, with me close behind. Bruce turned to me and grinned. It was a door we had never opened!


  He pulled the door open as quietly as he could. We were wrong. It wasn’t a closet; there were stairs going up.


  “Should we?” I whispered. Mom and Daddy might get mad if we didn’t come down in time for supper, but I’d never seen a real attic!


  Bruce hit my shoulder. “C’mon! It’s better than going back downstairs to drink Auntie’s punch!” The first stair creaked when he put his foot on it. He went up anyway.


  I climbed right behind. I had to lift up my dress a little so that it wouldn’t get dirty on the old steps. They were narrow and spaced wide apart, more like a ladder, almost. It was dark. Something brushed my forehead—a piece of string. I grabbed at it and pulled the light on.


  We were in the attic, and we saw the skeleton.


  I had turned on two light bulbs with the string somehow.


  We were under one of them, and the skeleton was under the other—a human skeleton. Bruce grabbed my arm. It got to me too, but I wanted to explore.


  “Don’t be a scaredy-cat!” I whispered. “Bones can’t hurt you.” I took a step toward the skeleton. Bruce stayed close behind. It was my turn to be brave.


  The walls of the attic were full of shelves, and the shelves were full of jars, all sizes and shapes of jars, each one labeled with tiny handwriting that was hard to read. Bruce squinted inside a particularly big one.


  “Aren’t those eyeballs?” he whispered.


  Honestly! My big brave brother. The first time we get into a strange place, he gets the creepies.


  I thought the attic was great. We crept down a narrow path left between the jars on one side and the piles of old furniture and boxes on the other. Bruce started to slow down, but I pulled him after me. We were walking toward the skeleton. The bones hung from a hook in the ceiling, and there was an open space on the floor around them. It was the only open space in the whole attic. On the other side of the cleared place was a big desk, with the biggest book I’d ever seen on top of it. In between the desk and the bones, I could see something written on the floor.


  I bent down to take a closer look. There was a big yellow circle painted on the floor, with some kind of black marks scribbled next to it. I tried to see whether the marks said something, but the floor was much too dusty. I rubbed the dirt off one with my thumb, but the shape underneath didn’t look like any letter I’d ever seen.


  I dared Bruce to step into the circle, but he wouldn’t do it.


  He just froze in one spot and stared at the skeleton. What was he afraid of? Brother Bruce, always teasing me, daring me to go places?


  I stepped into the circle.


  I felt like I was going downhill in a roller coaster, swinging up in a swing, and flying through the air all at the same time. I giggled and danced. I could dance, or jump, or somersault, or fly, or do anything I wanted to. That’s how 1 felt.


  My hand hit the skeleton when I jumped.


  “How dare you!” I jumped again, and all the happiness left me. Auntie stood on the stairs. “What are you children doing?”


  Bruce and I looked at each other. Bruce blurted out something about looking for the box of toys.


  “Well, come down from there right away. You could get hurt.”


  Mom and Daddy were waiting for us in the back bedroom.


  Daddy looked angry, like he was ready to yell.


  “Now, Tom,” Auntie said, as she led us both by the hand past our parents. “Don’t be too harsh. They’re still only children, and I never told them they couldn’t go up there. If I move a couple things out of the way they might get hurt with, they can go up there every time you visit.”


  “Mommy!” Bruce blurted out. “There was a skeleton!” Auntie laughed. “That’s something I’ll definitely have to move. Uncle was very fond of it, you know. Part of some research or other. I really never understood it.” She steered Bruce and me down the staircase to dinner.


  That night, after I got home, I wanted to go back to Auntie’s again. I wanted to find out all about the attic and stand inside the circle again. Who cared about my uncle’s old skeleton?


  Anyway,” we went to Auntie’s almost every week for what Daddy called “family dinner parties.” Daddy called them other things too, but Mom told us never to repeat those. And we went back to Auntie’s pretty soon, even though it seemed like forever to me.


  I barely waited for Auntie to kiss us to run upstairs with Bruce before she even got to the punch.


  “I don’t know if I want to go!” Bruce said as I pulled him up the attic stairs. But he calmed down when we got to the top and he saw that the skeleton was gone. He still looked around nervously, as if he expected it to jump out from the shadows or something. But I told him that Auntie had probably locked it in one of the trunks in the back of the attic or hung it in a closet somewhere, and that seemed to make him feel better.


  I dragged him straight to the circle and pushed him in. He looked afraid for a second, but then he smiled. I stepped in after him.


  Things started to happen. I mean, first it was the same feeling I had had the last time, the flying and all that. Except this time Bruce was flying with me. But then …


  Bruce and I looked at each other, really looked at each other so that I saw right inside Bruce’s eyes and saw blue lightning deep down. Bruce told me that he saw orange fire deep in mine. And the lightning flashed from Bruce’s eyes, the fire jumped from mine, and they hit each other halfway between us. And where they hit, something grew.


  I couldn’t see what was growing there, not exactly. But I knew that it was there just the same. It grew and rose toward the ceiling.


  Then I had an idea. I looked around the room. Jars shook on their shelves; something rattled in an old crate pushed into a corner. Then I saw the book on the desk, that heavy, heavy book that looked like the biggest dictionary I’d ever seen. I pointed to it. Bruce nodded. We stared at it, lightning and fire. The book took off all of a sudden and flew just above our heads. We shrieked and ducked, and the book crashed to the ground.


  Bruce and I looked at each other. The lightning and flame were gone. I was happy and scared at the same time.


  We heard Auntie’s voice calling us to dinner.


  The trouble started just as we pulled into Auntie’s driveway.


  “Laura, darling,” my mother said, “and you too, Bruce.


  Your father and I have been talking. We think you should stay downstairs and talk with the relatives tonight.”


  “What?” Bruce yelled. “But we have to go into the attic!”


  “You don’t have to do anything, young man,” Daddy said with a frown. “A good part of the reason we come to these silly dinners is for your grandmother and her sisters to see you. So I think you can be polite enough to stay away from the attic for once and talk to everybody.”


  But we couldn’t do that! We had to go to the attic and try and make everything around us fly! We always went to the attic!


  Bruce started to wail, but I shook him and shook my head.


  Wailing never did any good with our parents. I whispered in his ear.


  We ran upstairs before Auntie could even kiss us. We jumped into the circle. Jars shook. The crate rattled and bumped. We’d do what we wanted! We’d show our parents!


  Bruce stopped and stared behind me. I turned my head.


  Auntie was there.


  She smiled her big red smile.


  “My special children. Your father’s very angry at you, you know.”


  “So what?” Bruce demanded. We were in the circle. We could do anything.


  “I told them you’d get tired of your game and come down to dinner eventually. You’re both very special to me. I don’t want to see anything happen to you.”


  She walked toward us on old, shaky legs. The smell of lavender filled the room.


  “Give us a kiss,” she said. For some reason, we let her. “Now be careful,” Auntie said as she walked away. “I don’t want to worry your parents.”


  And she left us alone.


  We were still in the circle, and I still felt the fire. It warmed my fingers and toes and ran hot along my spine. Cold lightning flashed in the dusty air, and the fire from my eyes mixed with it, and the thing that came from part of Bruce and part of me grew.


  It wanted something. It wanted to be free. It would make us free. We’d never have to do anything we didn’t want to again. No more being polite for our parents, no more kisses from Auntie, no more homework, no more early bedtime. We just had to let it grow, and it would show us how.


  The cloud moved away. We heard Daddy’s voice echo up from the back bedroom.


  “Come on, kids! Time to go home!”


  I looked at Bruce. He shook his head. We couldn’t go home now, not now! Neither of us made a sound.


  “Come on, you little devils! Don’t be so stubborn! You’ve already missed your dinner! I’m not going to let you miss your bedtime, too!”


  We heard Daddy’s feet on the stairs.


  “Go away!” I screamed. He couldn’t come up!


  “Nope! Time to go home!”


  Blue light flashed in my head. I looked at Bruce. He was right. We couldn’t let Daddy get us. Not until we knew.


  I concentrated too and could feel the fire meet the lightning and it grew again. It was stronger than ever this time. I could feel it throbbing in the air.


  We pushed it down the stairs.


  Daddy said a dirty word. Something fell, bumpity-bumpbump.


  “Tom!” Auntie screamed.


  It was quiet after that. We were scared. What had we done?


  We only wanted to stay a little while and play.


  Bruce went down the stairs first. I came down right behind him. There was no one in the back bedroom. We walked out onto the landing. Daddy lay there, very still. I could hear Mommy on the phone downstairs. She sounded upset.


  We walked into the living room as the siren whirred outside. Mommy flung the door open to let in two men carrying some poles. They walked up to where Daddy lay. One of the men felt Daddy’s body.


  They undid the poles into some sort of stretcher while one of the men talked to Mommy. She nodded, and they put Daddy on the stretcher and carried him outside.


  Mommy turned to us. I could tell that she’d been crying.


  “Daddy’s broken his leg and maybe something else. I’ve got to go to the hospital with him. Auntie’s been good enough to volunteer to take care of you overnight. Don’t give her any trouble.”


  Mommy grabbed her coat and ran out the door.


  Auntie smiled her big red smile. “Now, Bruce and Laura, don’t be frightened. Give us a kiss.”


  She put her big wet lips on my cheek and hugged me tight.


  I almost choked on the lavender smell. She went over and did the same to Bruce.


  Blue flashed in my brain. I blinked. Maybe we could do it now anywhere in Auntie’s house. Maybe we could do it anyplace we wanted.


  We could do anything we wanted.


  “You’re Auntie’s special children.” She patted Bruce on the head. “Come into the kitchen. I’ll give you some punch.”


  Bruce and I looked at each other. Absolutely blech.


  “And then we can play some games. I imagine you children have lots of games you like to play. We’ll have such a good time. And you can stay forever and ever.”


  Lightning flashed. I could feel the fire. We’d do what we wanted. Nobody—not Auntie, not our parents, nobody—would ever tell us what to do again.


  “Come into the kitchen, children, Your punch is ready.” Bruce and I looked at each other. No more cranberry juice and ginger ale!


  It grew.


  No more kisses! No more boring games!


  The cloud filled the room over our heads. I could really see it now. Spots of orange flame flashed in the darkness. Blue bolts of light stretched to the carpet. No more! No morel.


  “So soon?” It was Auntie’s voice. She could see the cloud too.


  The cloud moved toward her. Auntie stumbled against the refrigerator. “Bruce, Laura, you were always my special children. So gifted. When Uncle made his plans, I knew…” Her voice trailed off as the first flashes of blue light snapped at her outstretched hands. She closed her eyes and let the cloud cover her.


  The cloud vanished, and Auntie was gone too.


  I felt like I hadn’t slept in a month. It hit me just like that.


  The cloud had been too big; it had used up too much of us.


  Bruce had fallen on the floor, his eyes closed.


  What had we done? What would Mommy and Daddy say when they couldn’t find Auntie?


  “Bruce?” I whispered, even though there was no one around to hear. “What can we do?”


  My brother opened his eyes and smiled. “It’s a shame it had to happen so young.”


  “Bruce?” I asked. What was he talking about?


  He rolled over and pushed himself up. He swayed when he stood.


  “Still, Uncle will be here soon, and we’ll be together for ever and ever.”


  “Stop talking like that!” I backed up toward the kitchen door.


  He walked toward me like he didn’t quite know how to use his feet. He stretched out his arms to touch me. The smell of lavender was in the air.


  “Give us a kiss, love,” he said.


  Aim for the Heart


  They didn’t always open their eyes. That’s one place the movies had it wrong. But if their eyes did open, you had to pound the stake in good and fast, before they could scream and wake the others.


  The movies always simplify matters. That’s one of the first things I learned, after I learned about vampires. Real vampires, not shadows on film, but real beings, part of a world of smog and stop signs and all night grocery stores. I almost said real “flesh and blood.” I had to catch myself. Vampires are anything but that.


  Veronica’s eyes, or the eyes of the thing that had once been Veronica, shot open as I placed the pointed wood in the space between her breasts. She was a powerful one; I’d known that all along. I slammed the stake with my iron mallet, driving it through the breast bone to the heart before she could resist. Before she could return me to her power. She had no time to scream. Her eyes showed horror, her mouth opened in a gasp to show her sharply pointed teeth. Then it was over. The wood pierced the heart. Veronica shuddered once and was still.


  I took the machete from my tool chest and cut the head from the body, so Veronica could never become a vampire again. As a final measure, I stuffed the mouth with garlic. It always pays to be safe in these matters.


  I placed the mallet, the machete, and what garlic I hadn’t used back into the tool box, and snapped the lid tight. I returned to the window through which I had entered. By now I had done this so many times it might almost become routine. But I could never allow myself to grow careless again. I had been careless twice before, and the vampires had almost overwhelmed me.


  I was paying for it still. They had sent Veronica to me. They are far too clever. I almost became one of them. They learned of me through my first mistake. I had shown pity, and hesitated when I should have killed. Word of my mission spread through their community, sent by the vampire I let live one night too long.


  They knew about me then. They knew how I would feel about Veronica, and that she would enter my life when I needed her most.


  You heard me talk about the movies. That’s how I think about Veronica, like I met her in a movie. I saw her first in a restaurant, weaving her way between the tables. She walked toward me like Ingrid Bergman stepping out of Casablanca.


  It was after dark, of course. I prefer crowded places after dark. Crowds, I had always thought, protected me from them. I was eating alone. She wore a black dress, a simply cut thing that somehow made her figure fascinating. Her long hair was dark brown, and her face looked pale beneath it. I found it impossible to look away from the face. First it was the fullness of her lips that caught me, then the angle of her cheekbones, then, at last, the color of her eyes. She had green eyes, green with flecks of blue.


  When I saw her I knew I had to talk to her. She looked at me for an instant, then past me. I felt my first moment of fear. I would do anything rather than have her walk out of my life.


  But she looked at me again, and didn’t see the waiter. The tray caught her shoulder. The waiter deftly rebalanced the tray, but Veronica stumbled against a chair.


  I was on my feet as it happened. She had steadied herself by the time I reached her. I asked if she was all right. She smiled and said she was.


  “If only I weren’t so single-minded about things.” She laughed. “All this difficulty because I ran out of cigarettes.”


  I offered her one of mine. She accepted and asked if I minded if she sat for a minute. She thought she had twisted her ankle a bit.


  If she walked like Ingrid Bergman, she smoked like Bette Davis; slow, deep breaths as she stared at her fingers. Then she looked up at me and smiled. She always smiled with her mouth closed.


  Veronica told me she was waiting for someone who was hours overdue. An ex-lover, I guessed. She said she was nervous and was smoking too much. We spent the evening talking, and that night I took her home with me.


  How the senses fool you when your mind won’t see! She seemed so soft and warm and human to me the first time we made love. That was her power, of course. That was her design. True vampires can change your way of thinking, and hide from you their true, cold selves.


  If your will is strong enough, sometimes you see through. I saw almost too late, as she secretly drew my blood night after night.


  They had planned well, to lure me into her trap.


  Veronica and I were inseparable then. Unlike her other sisters of the night, they had given her a family, a mother and a sister, both human. Or so I thought then. She took me to meet them, in the daylight. That’s another place the movies have it wrong. Stoker’s Dracula had it right, though. Sometimes the strong ones can go out in daylight.


  I was happy then, until the day she wanted to leave.


  That was her mistake. She thought herself too much in control. It was not enough that I accepted her little criticisms without complaint. No, she had to take her power and twist it, make me squirm. Called me too possessive. My attentions were flattering, but …


  I realized then how cold her face had become. It had been cold all along, really, it was only her power that kept me from seeing it. They always use their power to crush their victims. That’s another thing the movies haven’t caught on to; they try to steal not only your blood, but your soul.


  But Veronica was too sure of herself, too greedy. I finally saw her pale, bloodless face for what it really was, and noticed the true sharpness of her teeth.


  I was called upon to fulfill my duty again. As I had with Carolyn, and Sandra, and Karen, and Sally, the first one to make me careless. As I might have to with Veronica’s mother and sister.


  So again I climbed through the window, into the room, and saw Veronica’s face, peaceful in sleep, pale beneath her dark hair. Her skin was dead white in the moonlight. She slept naked on her bed. Her full breasts rose and fell with her breathing, and it took me a moment to properly position the stake without yet touching the skin.


  The stake and the mallet had to be positioned just so. You had to be careful in these matters. You had to strike swiftly and surely, before they had time to scream. And you always aimed for the heart.


  Bar and Grill


  He’d walk right out of this place, and he’d never come back here again.


  Paddy would say sure, sure, how many times have you said that? But this time was different. Sometimes he had trouble making up his mind, but now, well—


  He belted back the shot and felt the fire burn his throat, then spread to his shoulders and arms, his neck and legs and crotch, then his head. God, the stuff was good here. It was like pouring a little bit of summer down your throat every time you took a drink. He didn’t know what was in it, and he was a little afraid to ask, but he’d miss it as much as anything, once he was gone.


  His fingers rubbed the knuckles of his synthetic hand. A nervous habit, something he did more and more, another reason to get out of here.


  The soft silver felt cool, even in here. He wished the air conditioning didn’t break down so often. He snapped two sets of fingers, one new, one flesh and blood. His timing was still perfect. No degeneration at all.


  The heat was fading from behind his eyes. Maybe it was time for another drink.


  Fabric rustled at his side. He turned to see Jeanette sit at the next stool. She was wearing something long and complicated, with a whole series of ruffles down the skirt. The dress was an intense shade of blue, almost violet, and she’d pinned a pink flower on the strap that covered one shoulder.


  He smiled when he realized what it was. A prom dress. He wondered where Jeanette had found it. Bandages peeked from behind her corsage where the replacement hadn’t quite knit with her flesh yet. Were the flowers there to hide the scars or show them off? With Jeanette, he was never sure.


  The jukebox in the corner was playing “Tennessee Waltz.” He asked Jeanette if she’d like to dance.


  “Why, Vinnie, I’d love to.” Her smile lit up her whole face, the half that was silver and the half that wore a deep tan. Her face had startled him the first time he saw it, but now it warmed him when she looked into his eyes, like the sun and the silver moon shining on him all at once. She really was quite beautiful.


  Paddy had a big dance floor here, but people rarely used it. Vince and Jeanette whirled around the floor alone, two people wrapped in a world of music. He slowed the pace and she rested her head on his shoulder. Vince took a slow breath. The smoky, too warm air of Paddy’s place tasted sweet in his lungs. His heart beat in his ears, and he could feel Jeanette’s heart pounding where he held her against his chest. Two hearts were a different kind of music, but somehow they went along with the jukebox just fine. Vince closed his eyes and
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