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This novel is for my brother Gary, with whom I used to stay up late on school nights to watch Shock Theater when we were children.


Author’s Note

The historical events referred to in this novel have been presented as accurately as possible, with due allowance, of course, for artistic license. The Balkans in the fifteenth century was a rather tumultuous place, and the sequence of historical events is still a hotly debated topic, so I have chosen to follow a chronology which fits my general plot needs. I have taken some liberties with Balkan geography as well, for the same reason. I hope that this will not upset the observant reader too severely. (And I wish to extend a word of thanks to John Prehn for his research assistance.)

Any reader unable to distinguish between the historical and fictional elements of the plot is urged to seek professional help as quickly as possible.

Readers intimately familiar with Bram Stoker’s Dracula may be chagrined by what appear to be errors in references to character names. To you I can only say, Read on. The text explains it all. Those readers who have only seen the Dracula movies or the stage play upon which so many of them were based may be confused by the character references. This is understandable, because the films take the names of Stoker’s characters and jumble them up and switch them around for reasons I have never understood. (For example, the Langella version of the story contained a character named Mina Van Helsing. Mina Van Helsing?! I mean, I ask you!) To such readers, the English teacher in me responds, Read the book, dammit! Don’t just sit there in front of the television set!

A word about Vlad IV, also known as Vlad Tepes, Vlad the Impaler: he ruled the Rumanian province of Wallachia as voivode (a Rumanian title of nobility, usually rendered into English as “prince,” though “count” will do well enough) from 1456 until his overthrow in 1462, and then again briefly in 1476, the year of his death. In the course of his brief rule he adopted and discarded religions as one might change clothes, betrayed every ally he ever had, and according to some estimates killed one-quarter of the population of his own realm, which makes him proportionally a greater mass murderer than Hitler or Stalin. He acquired a reputation for savage brutality unique even in that savage, brutal age, his most famous act being the simultaneous execution of thirty thousand captive enemy soldiers by impalement, i.e., a stake driven up through the anus and out the mouth.

He was not a nice fellow.

“Wallachia” is pronounced “Vallakhia” and is spelled in a variety of ways. The Rumanian nickname “Tepes” is pronounced “Tsepesh.” Vlad’s other nickname is sufficiently well known to make any explanation of pronunciation unnecessary.

Enough said. I have to go now and hang some fresh garlic on the windows.

J.S.
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Out cam the thick, thick blud, out cam the thin,

Out cam the bonny heart’s blud til there wass non within.

Mither, Mither, mak me bed, mak for me a windin’ sheet.

Wrap me up in a cloak o’ gold and see if I ca’ sleep …

- SCOTTISH BALLAD

MEPHISTOPHILIS: Now, Faustus, ask what thou wilt.

FAUSTUS: First will I question thee about Hell. Tell me, where is this place that men call Hell?

MEPH. Under the heavens.

FAUST. Aye, but whereabouts?

MEPH. Within the bowels of these elements,

Where we are tortured and remain forever.

Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscribed

In one self place, for where we are is Hell,

And where Hell is there must we ever be.

And, to be short, when all the world dissolves

And every creature shall be purified,

All places shall be Hell that are not Heaven.

FAUST. I think Hell’s a fable.

MEPH. Aye, think so,

Till experience change thy mind.

- CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE, Doctor Faustus, Act II, scene i

… for the blood is the life …

—Deuteronomy 12:23
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Prologue

Death dreams drifted through his dead mind.

He lay in the darkness, only vaguely aware of the sound of the waves as they crashed against the hull of the ship. He was still and silent. His chest did not rise and fall with breathing, for he did not breathe. His cold white hands lay folded upon his stomach and his head rested upon a layer of his native earth. The red fire of his eyes, burning in the darkness of night, had dimmed with the sunrise, and now they stared ahead of him at the inside of the lid of the box. His empty eyes did not see and did not move, as he dreamed the dreams of the dead.

He was in great danger. If they caught him now as he lay helpless in the wooden crate, no power on earth or in hell could protect his heart from the wooden stake. They had been chasing him for weeks, following him all the way from the English coast to the mouth of the Danube. He was in danger of true death, and his motionless body seemed almost tense with the knowledge.

The beast in him predominated at such times, the cunning jungle animal which was ever listening, ever alert to danger. His dead human brain slept the sleep of death, but his animal soul heard and knew. He heard the sounds of leather boots on the deck above him, the cries of the gulls, the raucous laughter of the storm-hardened seamen as they raised and lowered sails.

Time passed as the sun traveled in its slow circuit, and still he slept. He felt the soft thud of the hull against the mooring post, and he heard voices drifting down to the hold from the deck above him.

“This is the Czarina Catherine?” asked a voice with a middle-European accent and an aged tremor.

“Can’t ye bludy read? ’Course it is,” was the reply.

“Good, good. And you are maybe the Captain Donelson?”

“Aye, I be Donelson. ’oo the bludy ’ell are you?”

“I am Hildesheim, Herr Captain, Immanuel Hildesheim.”

“‘oo … ?” A pause, and then, “Oh, right. ’ildes’eim. We got that bludy box, and you can ’ave it and be damned wiv it.”

“I have here the … ah … the invoice …”

“Aye, aye, keep your bludy hinvoice. Jus’ get this bludy thing off my ship.”

“There is a problem, Herr Captain?”

No, no problem, not if you think makin’ me crew all prayerful and skittish ain’t a problem. I expects to lose a man or two in foul weather, but this voyage I’ve lost three, and never a day or night’s been stormin’. No rain, no snow, nuthin’ but a damned cold fog what wrapped us up of a night and blew us on like ’ell’s own breath.”

“Ja,ja … but …”

“And I makes good progress of a day on this ship, but never sailed so bludy fast and gone so bludy far so damned bludy quick, and me crew blames that bludy box. I even ’ad a man jump ship in Gibraltar, and I hain’t never ’ad a man jump ship afore. So you’re ’ildes’eim, and I’m to deliver the box to you, so take the damned thing and the ’ell with ye both.”

He drifted back and forth between the world of sunlight and the world of shadows, between the land of the living and the realm of the dead. As part of him moved through the murky otherworld, part of him heard the grappling chains being affixed to the box. He felt himself being hoisted upward from the hold and swung over to be lowered onto a cart which waited on the dock. He felt the rumble of wooden wheels on cobblestones and heard Hildesheim whistling as he drove the team of horses.

More time passed, and at last it was drawing close to sunset. He did not know this with his thoughts, but he felt it in his ancient bones, in his infernal blood. He was growing hungry.

“Herr Hildesheim?” he heard a voice say.

“Ja, I am Hildesheim.”

“My name is Petrof Skinsky. I believe that—”

“Ja, ja, Herr Skinsky, of course. I have expected you long time ago.” A pause. “Skinsky, Skinsky. You are maybe the Skinsky who works the Slovak crews on the upper Danube, ja?”

“Da, I am that Skinsky. You have a—”

“You be careful, Herr Skinsky. The Slovaks, they slit your throat for a groschen, ja?”

“I know my men, Herr Hildesheim. You have a box to deliver to me?”

“Ja, is in the warehouse out back. Wait, I get the papers …”

The sun touched the tips of the distant Carpathian Mountains.

When he awakened, it was not slowly or with confused distraction as living humans awakened. His hands suddenly flexed as his serpentine tongue flicked hungrily against the tips of his fangs. He sensed the movement of the sun closer to the horizon, and his dead body was infused with a sudden, horrible semblance of life. His eyes shone crimson in the darkness of the box, and he laughed softly. He did not wish to disturb the nails which had so tightly secured his temporary home, so he dissolved into mist and seeped out through the narrow, almost imperceptible space between the box and the lid.

Skinsky and Hildesheim were talking in the office, and when they walked back to the warehouse neither thought it unusual for the sunset to have brought fog. It was November, and the moist air drifting in from the Black Sea often mingled with the colder air from the snow-laden lands of the Danube valley to produce such mists.

They did not notice that the fog waited motionless until they had entered the warehouse and were not outside to see it move slowly out onto the dark street where it coalesced into the figure of a tall man, clothed in black. The only things interrupting his darkness were the patches of white at his temples, the iron gray of his drooping mustache, the cadaverous hue of his waxen flesh, and the hellfire which burned in his unearthly eyes.

He walked slowly along the streets of the port town of Galatz, listening to the sounds coming from the taverns and the houses. His gaze shifted rapidly back and forth, and his tongue eagerly licked his cold lips. At such times, when the hunger was upon him and the hunt was underway, his movements were like those of a carnivorous animal.

A prostitute stood near the dim signpost of a tavern, and he walked toward her. “Nacht’n, Min Herr,” she said drunkenly in her gutter Balkan German. “Such’st en Freund fürm Aben’?” She was young in years, no more than twenty, but excessive drinking and the diseases incumbent upon her profession had aged her, and the bloom had long since faded from her sallow cheeks. He stopped walking a few yards away, and she tried to sway her hips provocatively as she came to him, but she had drunk too much to do more than stumble. “Ik heiss’ Lara,” she slurred. “Wa’ heiss’n Sie, Min Herr?” He did not respond to her words. “Such’st een Kuh für de fickend? Mein’st b’reit, Liblin …”

He smiled coldly as his eyes bored into hers. At first she attempted to feign a seductive smile, but then she felt herself drained of strength by the inhuman power of those eyes, and she neither cried out nor offered resistance as he grabbed her by the hair, pulled back her head, and sank his fangs into her throat.

He drank deeply and long, for he was very, very hungry. He had taken a few crew members on the long voyage from the coast of England to the mouth of the Danube, but he had forced himself to go without food for a few nights. The crew of a ship the size of the Czarina Catherine was not large, and he did not wish to repeat his arrogantly confident gluttony of the previous year. Then, when he had sailed on the Demeter from Varna to Whitby, the ship had been tempest-tossed into port with a dead crew and a dead captain whose hands were tied to the wheel.

There was no need to draw such attention again. Not when he was fleeing and in danger, for the first time in four hundred years, in true danger of being destroyed.

He drained the woman of every drop of blood, and he felt much better as he let the corpse drop onto the wooden platform before the tavern. As a rule, he disliked turning to such people for his sustenance, for the dregs of human society held no appeal for him. He preferred the highborn or at least the well-bred, for he had been a nobleman, a prince, in those distant days when he had been alive. His greatest joy was in degrading the pure, profaning the sacred, destroying the well-beloved. To destroy the outcast and the unwanted was not particularly satisfying. Still, blood was blood. He dared not take the time to be selective, for he was being pursued.

He turned and walked back toward the warehouse, but he did not enter. The arrangements had all been made through intermediaries, even as Skinsky himself was an intermediary between Hildesheim and the Szgany, even as Hildesheim had been an intermediary between Donelson and Skinsky. Everything, including the impending meeting with Skinsky, had been arranged by letter and telegram. He was to meet his agent in the graveyard of the Petruskirche, St. Peter’s Church, as soon as he had accepted delivery of the box which held all that remained of the supply of Rumanian soil.

Fifty boxes of earth, he thought angrily, though with grudging admiration for the old man who led his enemies. Fifty boxes of earth shipped to England not one year ago. And now he had only one left. He had shipped a few to Varna in an attempt to throw them off his trail, and the rest had been rendered useless to him, sealed forever with bits of sacred wafer, of consecrated host.

He stood in the shadows and waited. The half-moon floated in a starless, cloudy sky, and only the quiet gnawing of nocturnal rodents and the ubiquitous sounds of insects disturbed the silence of the graveyard.

It was an hour before dawn when his agent arrived, and he stepped forward from the shadows into the dim moonlight. “Herr Skinsky,” he said.

Skinsky peered at him through the darkness. “Is that you, Voivode?”

“I am here,” he replied. “Is everything in order?”

“Yes, Voivode,” Skinsky replied, looking around nervously. “The Jew Hildesheim has delivered the box to me, and I have it in my warehouse near the wharves.”

“Is it secure?”

“Oh, yes, Voivode, quite secure.”

“Excellent,” he said with satisfaction. “And the other arrangements?”

“I have carried out your instructions to the letter, Voivode. At dawn, my Slovak boatmen will get the key to the warehouse from my man Riasanovsky, and will load the box onto one of my barges. They will ferry it up the Danube to the junction with the Siretul River, where they will transfer it to your Szgany servants.”

“And you have made it clear to them that you will not be there when they embark?”

“Yes, Voivode.”

“And you have spoken of this to no one?”

“No, Voivode.” He paused. “But those Gypsy Szgany, I do not think they can be trusted, Voivode. Once they have taken the box from my Slovaks, they may dump it in the river to avoid the hard poling upstream.”

“My Szgany are faithful servants,” he replied. “They have served … my people for centuries, and they know what fate awaits them if they disobey.”

“Yes, Voivode.” He paused again. “And may I ask what further services you require of me? You said I would not be here in the morning when my Slovaks load the barge …”

“That is correct,” he said, walking up to his agent. “You have another task to perform, a very important task.” He reached out and grabbed Skinsky by the collar. “You must bleed, Skinsky, and you must die.” Before the man could react to the swift movement, the Voivode closed his teeth upon Skinsky’s throat and ripped it open.

Petrof Skinsky tried to scream, but the blood pouring from his throat turned the sound into a frenzied gurgle as he stumbled backward, clutching madly at the huge gash. Skinsky fell to his knees and then pitched forward onto his face.

The Voivode gazed down impassively at the bleeding body as it twitched and quivered in its death throes. “This must not be my fate,” he muttered. I have cheated true death for four centuries. I will not, I must not end as a pile of rotting dust and bone. My heart must not be host to the wooden stake of the executioner. I must defeat them, destroy them, survive, triumph. I must!

He smiled in the darkness, amused at his own thoughts. What is this, Voivode? Are you nervous, Lord of Wallachia? You, who waged war upon the Ottoman Turks, are you now afraid of the miserable cattle who pursue you? Do you fear them, that aged German, that American barbarian, those effete Englishmen, that pathetic woman?

He walked quickly from the churchyard toward the wharves. He did not need to know precisely where Skinsky’s warehouse was to be found, for his nostrils could smell the inviting warmth of his native soil. When he reached the warehouse, he dissolved again into mist and seeped through the doorway and then through the space between the box and the lid. Once inside, again safe upon the earth of his homeland, he resumed his physical form.

And then he slept and dreamed the dreams of the dead.

He heard the liquid sounds of the Slovak tongue when he awakened with the next sunset, but he steeled himself to remain within the box until the sun had again completed its circuit. He needed the Slovaks to ferry him to the mouth of the Siretul River, and he dared do nothing that might cause them to jettison their cargo with the dawn. He lay silent and motionless in his conscious state, and the hunger gnawed at him. I must have blood, he thought, and then told himself, no, no, tomorrow night, wait until tomorrow night.

Dawn. He slept. He dreamed.

Dusk. He awakened.

He gnashed his teeth angrily when he heard that the boatmen were still speaking Slovak, which meant that he was still on the Danube. Again he steeled himself against his hunger, again he lay motionless through the long night as his self-imposed famine gnawed at him. The hours passed slowly, torturously, and he was on the verge of losing control when dawn broke and he fell back into his death dreams.

At last, when his empty eyes again moved with the setting of the sun and he listened to the voices from without, the words he heard were in the language of the Szgany.

He seeped out as mist to find himself on an old barge, surrounded by his Szgany Gypsies, the terrified and obedient servants of his many years of mastery. He solidified in their midst, and they dropped their barge poles onto the deck and fell to their knees. He looked from face to face. “Where is Kurda?” he asked imperiously.

“He … he is dead, V … Voivode,” said a young Szgany. “He died last week. I am his son, Miklos.”

He nodded. “And you command here?”

The young man bowed his head. “You command here, Voivode.”

He nodded, smiling. “Then my needs are known to you, Mikios Kurdescu.”

The Gypsy scurried over to the rear of the barge and returned with a burlap bag. He undid the rope and then took the immobile body of a seven-year-old boy from the bag. He held the child out as if it were an offering to a bloodthirsty deity

He did not take the child from the Szgany. He smelled the blood but saw no signs of life. “If you know of me from your father, Miklos Kurdescu, you know that I am like unto the serpent, which does not devour the dead. If this child is dead, he is of no use to me, and one of you must serve in his stead.” He could hear the frightened intakes of breath as he spoke these words. “Does the child still live?”

“Yes, Voivode,” Miklos replied, praying in his terror that the bag had not suffocated the child, praying that he had not failed in his first service to the dark lord who had ruled his people for centuries.

“Then rouse him,” said the Voivode.

Miklos knelt down by the edge of the barge and took a few handfuls of water to splash on the child’s face. In a few moments the little boy began to squirm and whine. Miklos and the other Szgany emitted audible sighs of relief as he again held the child out to the dark lord.

He took the child in his dead hands and waited for the eyes to open. He smiled and spoke softly to the semiconscious little boy, seeming to coo soothingly. Then he placed his mouth over the unlined white throat and began almost gently to drink. The child moved his little hands slowly for a few moments as the life was sucked out of him. Slowly his eyes grew blank and empty, and the boy fell still. The fresh young blood of an innocent child, the Voivode thought. So sweet, so sweet. When the body was cold and bloodless, he tossed it callously into the gently rolling waves of the Siretul River.

He looked at the Szgany. If they had been horrified or repulsed by what he had just done, they did not allow it to be seen on their faces. “Return to your task,” he commanded, and they quickly picked up the barge poles and began again to push the barge on its long upstream journey toward the junction of the Siretul and Somesul rivers. He turned to Miklos as the other Szgany labored against the current. “Miklos Kurdescu. Come here.”

The young Szgany came closer to him and swallowed nervously. “Yes, Voivode?”

“Do you know what must be done?”

“We … we are to take the barge up the Siretul to the Somesul and then to the Bishta River, and we are then to go up the Bishta to the last dock, thirty kilometers from Oradea. Then we are to load the … cargo onto a cart and take it to your castle.”

“Correct,” he said. “There is more. Listen carefully.”

The Szgany glanced over their shoulders at Miklos as he listened and nodded. They avoided looking at the eyes of the demon as they burned red in the darkness of the Carpathian night, for to look too deeply into the eyes of the Devil would be to lose one’s soul. They continued to lean their weight against the ends of the barge poles, and the barge made its way slowly upstream through the pitch-darkness.

All through the night the Voivode stood at the bow of the barge, an unearthly captain of a stygian vessel. He looked behind him at the black river that wound its way back into the darkness of the Balkan night, and he could almost sense his enemies drawing closer to him. He knew that they were still far away, but his cold lips grew narrow and tense with the knowledge that each passing minute reduced the distance safety. “Faster,” he ordered, and the Szgany strained at the poles in their effort to obey. He summoned his powers over the elements and called up a cold, biting wind to beat against the current of the river and aid him in his flight.

Is this fear? he wondered. It has been so long since I have feared …

When dawn approached, he again dissolved into mist and seeped back into the box. This would be the last day, he thought as he slipped into his death dreams. Within an hour the barge would leave the Somesul for the Bishta, and the Szgany would begin the arduous last stage of the journey. The dock nearest the border city of Oradea should be reached early in the afternoon, and thus he would be home by sunset.

Home, he thought as his eyes grew empty and his cold hands grew still. Home, where I will be safe again. Home to hundreds of hiding places. Home to my wives and my noble coffin. Home to my grave.

The sun was high in the heavens when he stirred slightly in his undead sleep. He had a fleeting vision of the bearded, heavyset old man creeping quietly through the crypt of his ancestral home, and be saw him throwing back the lid of coffin after coffin. He heard silent screams of agony echoing from the distance as the stakes were driven through the hearts of the women who had been with him through all the long centuries since they had been killed by the Turks. He heard Magda’s mind screaming “Voivode! Voivode!” as the wood invaded her body, heard Katarina and Simone shrieking as they were reduced to dust.

He lay in cold, mute, impotent fury. To lie here helpless as they invade my home and massacre my wives! Helpless, defenseless, weak! Damn them! Damn them all!

He awakened as the sun’s rim kissed the turrets of his castle ruins. He felt himself being tossed and jostled roughly within the box as the cart sped along the pitted dirt road. He heard the cries of his Szgany as they whipped their horses for more speed, and he heard the almost deafening pounding of hooves upon the roadway. And then, drawing closer with each moment, he heard the sound of gunfire.

They had found him.

“No!” he screamed. “No!” In my own land, surrounded by my own people, not one mile from my castle, not one minute to sunset, and they are upon me!

It must not be thus! I will not have it thus!

He sent out a silent command to the wolf packs that dwelt in the crags, summoning them to his aid. The sudden chorus of howls and snarls mingled with the gunfire and the shouts of his Gypsies as the battle was joined on the cold Carpathian road. He hissed in anger and his red eyes blazed as the sun began to sink behind the mountains.

“Damn you, Van Helsing,” he whispered …


“… In the midst of this I could see that Jonathan on the one side of the ring of men, and Quincey on the other, were forcing a way to the cart; it was evident that they were bent on finishing their task before the sun should set. Nothing seemed to stop or even to hinder them. Neither the leveled weapons nor flashing knives of the Gypsies in front, nor the howling of the wolves behind, appeared to even attract their attention. Jonathan’s impetuosity, and the manifest singleness of his purpose, seemed to overawe those in front of him; instinctively they cowered aside and let him pass. In an instant he had jumped upon the cart, and, with a strength which seemed incredible, raised the great chest, and flung it over the wheel to the ground. In the meantime, Mr. Morris had had to use force to pass through his side of the ring of Szgany. As Jonathan, with desperate energy, attacked one end of the chest, attempting to pry off the lid with his great Kukri knife, Mr. Morris attacked the other frantically with his bowie. Under the efforts of both men the lid began to yield; the nails drew with a quick screeching sound, and the top of the box was thrown back.

“By this time the Gypsies, seeing themselves covered by the Winchesters, and at the mercy of Lord Godalming and Dr. Seward, had given in and made no further resistance. The sun was almost down on the mountaintops, and the shadows of the whole group fell long upon the snow. I saw the Count lying within the box upon the earth, some of which the rude falling from the cart had scattered over him. He was deathly pale, just like a waxen image, and the red eyes glared with the horrible vindictive look which I knew too well.

“As I looked, the eyes saw the sinking sun, and the look of hate in them turned to triumph.

“But, on the instant, came the sweep and flash of Jonathan’s great knife. I shrieked as I saw it shear through the throat; whilst at the same moment Mr. Morris’s bowie knife plunged into the heart.

“It was like a miracle; but before our very eyes, and almost in the drawing of a breath, the whole body crumbled into dust and passed from our sight.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula
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BLOOD RELATIONS

… visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me …

—Exodus 20:5


Chapter One

“Malcolm?” Rachel Rowland pounded insistently upon the bedroom door. “Malcolm! Get up and get dressed. It’s after six o’clock in the evening. Father Henley will be here for dinner any minute.” She waited a moment and then pounded again. “Malcolm! If you don’t get up, I’m going to come in there and get you up!”

She heard a muffled and annoyed, “Okay, okay!” from within and frowned to herself. He has a lot of nerve, sleeping all day. “Why don’t you get a normal, respectable job and get a decent, healthy night’s sleep? Working all night, playing until the early hours of the morning, and then spending all day in bed … it just isn’t proper, Malcolm!”

The bedroom door swung open and Malcolm Harker gazed at his older sister through bleary eyes. “Sis, get off my case, will you?”

“Don’t you take that tone of voice with—” He slammed the door in her face and she began to pound on it again. “Malcolm!”

“All right, I’ll be right down. Just go away!”

Rachel sniffed and harrumphed and then walked down the stairs to the dining room. Her husband, Daniel, was standing at the bar, and he looked over at her placidly as she marched into the room. “Prince Charming awake?” he asked.

“Spoiled brat,” she muttered. “Yes, I suppose so.”

Daniel Rowland shook his head. “How old is he now, twenty-six?”

“Twenty-seven,” she muttered as she walked around the dining table, inspecting the place settings for the tenth time.

“Twenty-seven,” he mused. “Why, when I was twenty-seven, I’d already made my first big killing in the market. Had a Mercedes when I was twenty-seven. Had a few CDs, a mutual fund, and a good stock portfolio, all before I was thirty.”

She nodded. “I just don’t understand that boy. He seems to have absolutely no ambition whatsoever, if he doesn’t get himself straightened out, I don’t know what’s going to …” She paused at the sound of a slow shuffle at the doorway. “Oh, hello, Grandfather. Have a nice nap?”

“Couldn’t sleep,” old Quincy muttered as he walked slowly into the dining room, leaning heavily upon his cane. He shuffled over to the table and sat down awkwardly at the head. “Malcolm was having nightmares again. Kept talking in his sleep.”

“I don’t wonder,” Daniel observed as he uncorked a bottle of wine and placed it in the middle of the table. “All those misfits and malcontents he’s always hanging around with at that bar where he works …”

“Not that bottle, Danny,” Rachel said. “That’s the dessert wine. Open the white for dinner.”

“White? Fish or fowl?”

“Cornish hens,” she muttered as she marched into the kitchen.

“Oh, well,” he sighed. Daniel Rowland was not overly fond of poultry—strictly a meat-and-potatoes man. “But he should cultivate a few respectable friends,” he continued as he corked the bottle and began to uncork another. “Why, when I was his age, I had friends and contacts in all branches of industry …” A mutter from the old man interrupted him. “What was that, Grandfather?”

“I said I’d be content if the boy would just go to church,” old Quincy repeated in the soft voice which, though weak and trembling with advanced age, was still precise and dignified. Though the family patriarch had lived in the United States for over eighty of his more than ninety years, he still retained some small vestige of his English accent. He sighed as he absentmindedly reached up to smooth back the hair which his bald head had discarded decades ago. “I wish I was strong enough to go,” he said. “I’ve taken the sacrament every Sunday since I was a child. It bothers me, not going to church.”

“Oh, Grandfather, don’t be silly,” Rachel said. “Father Henley or Father Langstone can come to the house to give you communion.”

“Not the same,” he insisted.

“Besides, you can’t expect to hop out of a hospital bed and go running off to church. When you get your strength back, you’ll be able to go.”

“What makes you think I’ll be getting my strength back?” Quincy asked with annoyance, the wrinkles in his face made all the more prominent by his frown. “I’m not immortal, you know, and I’ve already gone beyond my three score years and ten.”

“And I’m sure you have many years left,” Rachel insisted, not quite truthfully. Though the doctors had claimed that the prostate operation had been routine and successful, the ordeal had weakened the old man considerably, and he appeared to be slower of movement and wearier with each passing day.

Quincy glowered at his granddaughter as she picked up a perfectly clean fork and began to wipe it with a spare napkin. “Omniscient now, are we?” he asked.

“Now, Grandfather, don’t get in one of your moods,” she said briskly as Quincy continued to glower. “Don’t forget, we have company this evening.”

“How old are you now, Rachel?” Quincy asked, watching as she inspected the table obsessively. Rachel was austere and prim, the potential attractiveness of her high cheeked, narrow face and thin, aristocratic nose offset by the penetrating, judgmental, constantly disapproving eyes and the holier-than-thou demeanor. Her short brown hair was pleasantly styled and her clothing was always the latest in fashion, but there was nothing even remotely feminine about her. She was too cold, too hard, too humorless.

“Hm?”

“I asked how old you are.”

“I’ll be forty in December,” she replied. “You know that.”

The old man nodded. “That makes you sixty-five.”

Rachel looked over at him. “Whatever are you talking about?”

“Twenty-five and forty make sixty-five,” he muttered. “You’ve been acting like a forty-year-old since you were fifteen.”

Rachel turned her head in her grandfather’s direction and stared at him silently for a moment, her brusque austerity seeming to be softened by some unspoken sorrow as her face was briefly suffused with an uncharacteristic vulnerability. She swallowed hard before responding, “Yes, I suppose I have. Fifteen was a difficult age for me.”

She continued to stare at him, and the old man sighed. “Now, Rachel, you know I didn’t mean to say …”

“I know what you meant,” she snapped, hard and unyielding once again. “And you know what I mean.”

“And I know what you both mean,” Daniel offered, not understanding at all. “Adolescence is a difficult time of life for everyone.”

Quincy looked at his granddaughter and sighed once again. “Harder for some people than for others.”

“Stop it, Grandfather,” Rachel sniffed. “Be of some help to me, will you? Try to make Malcolm behave himself.”

“Yes, really,” Daniel Rowland agreed, his irritatingly precise little mustache twitching with disapproval above his fat lips. “The boy’s attitude is absolutely disgraceful. Now, I know that my own good fortune had an element of luck involved in it, but it was hard work and farsighted investments which made me what I am today.” He patted his ample belly arrogantly, not taking the time to reflect that a man who marries a wealthy woman and then takes up residence in her grandfather’s house is at best a dim reflection of Horatio Alger. “If that boy doesn’t start planning for his future, he isn’t likely to have one. Why, when I was his age …”

“You owned a fleet of ships and were happily ripping off most of Central America,” Malcolm said as he ambled wearily into the dining room. “We’ve heard it all before, Danny.” He walked over to his grandfather and smiled as he kissed him on the cheek. “Hiya, Gramps,” he said cheerfully. “How’s it going?”

Old Quincy smiled affectionately. “Afternoon, Malcolm. I’m glad you got up to join us.”

Malcolm laughed as he sat down beside his grandfather. “Rachel didn’t give me much choice.”

“I certainly did not!” his sister remarked as she strode back into the room, carrying a large bowl filled with salad. “It’s simply disgraceful, sleeping until this time of day.”

“Sis, I work until three in the morning,” he reminded her.

“Well, you shouldn’t!” she snorted. “You should have a regular, decent job.”

“I’m a bartender! That’s regular!”

“Oh, Malcolm,” she said with exasperation, “that’s no kind of job for a college graduate! And even if it’s regular, it certainly isn’t decent!”

“She’s got a point there, Malcolm,” Daniel agreed. “Why, when I was your age—”

“You were selling impure baby formula in Nigeria. Yeah, I know.”

Daniel grew red in the face. “Just a moment, here, young man! I don’t think there’s any call for that tone of voice!”

“Hey, listen,” Malcolm said angrily, “why don’t you two just stop this mother-father crap you’re always laying on me! You’re my sister and brother-in-law, that’s all! If you want to play parent, have a kid, but get off my back!”

“Malcolm!” Rachel snapped. “You will not speak to Daniel in that manner!”

“Sis,” Malcolm said, “why don’t you go take a flying …” His imprecation was cut off by knocking on the front door.

“That will be Father Henley,” Rachel said, smoothing back her hair and arranging her skirt. “Now, Malcolm, you behave yourself.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he muttered. The parish priest coming over for dinner, he thought glumly. That’s just great.

Rachel opened the door and smiled cheerfully. “Hello, Father. So nice that you could join us!”

“Thank you, Rachel,” Father Henley said as he removed his hat and handed it to her. “I’m grateful for the invitation.” He looked past her into the dining room. “Is Malcolm here?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” she whispered. “He’s just gotten up. Isn’t that disgraceful?”

“Well, the boy works nights,” he said casually as he walked into the dining room, and went directly over to old Quincy, his hand extended eagerly. “Hello, Mr. Harker. I’m so glad to see you looking well!”

“Father,” Quincy nodded, shaking his hand. “Good to see you.”

“You’re looking quite a bit better than you were the last time I saw you … three weeks ago, wasn’t it… ?”

“Yes, about that.”

The priest gave Daniel’s hand a perfunctory shake and then sat down beside the old man. “They seemed to be treating you quite well over at St. John’s. It’s quite a modern hospital.”

“It is that,” Quincy replied, already growing bored with the conversation. “Damned prostate!”

“Well, you pulled through with flying colors.” Father Henley smiled. “Sorry I haven’t come over to see you sooner, but …”

Quincy waved away the apology. “Father Langstone’s been over almost every other day. He’s a nice young fellow.”

“Yes, he is,” Father Henley agreed. As senior rector of Saint Thomas’s Episcopal Church in Forest Hills Gardens, Henley had long ago delegated tedious home visitations to his subordinate. Except, of course, under a circumstance such as this, involving the soul of a young man who seemed on the verge of abandoning the faith. He glanced over at Malcolm, wondering how to begin, how to broach the topic of Malcolm’s recent absenting of himself from services.

“I was sorry to hear about Mrs. Phipps,” Rachel said, breaking into his thoughts as she fluttered about the table, checking and straightening the place settings. “I suppose we should have gone to her funeral, but we just couldn’t get away.”

“How old was the poor woman?” Daniel asked.

“Eighty-one,” Henley replied, “and not sick a day in her life until her heart gave out.”

Daniel nodded. “Eighty-one. Well, she had a long life, and a happy one.”

Quincy harrumphed. “Long life,” he muttered, winking at Malcolm. “She was a spring chicken.”

Malcolm smiled.

“It was a lovely funeral,” Henley added.

“No funeral is lovely, and every funeral is a waste of money,” Quincy said. “Now, you listen to me, Father. I’ve told Rachel and Malcolm this a hundred times, but I just don’t trust either of them to remember it, so you make sure they do. When I die, I don’t want any money wasted on a fancy funeral. I don’t want a viewing, I don’t want one of those cement-lined steel coffins, and I don’t want lines of people filing by me, telling each other how good I look. When I go, I want to go quickly and with no fuss. Just have me put in the cheapest coffin you can buy, and plant me as soon as possible.”

“Now, Grandfather …” Rachel began.

“I’m serious, girl!” Quincy said sternly. “Money is something which should be spent on the living, not on the dead.”

He wagged his finger at the priest. “You remember, you hear? When I die, just put me in a box and bury me. No viewing, no fuss.” He laughed grimly. “I’ve outlived all my friends anyway. Why waste money on a funeral no one would attend?”

“Will I see you at mass on Sunday?” Henley asked, changing the subject.

Quincy shook his head. “I’m getting too old to get out much.”

“Well, that’s understandable. I can come over once a week to hear your confession and administer the sacrament.” He turned to Malcolm and said, smiling under reprovingly raised eyebrows, “I haven’t seen you at church lately either, Mal. Have you been ill?”

I really don’t want to have this conversation, Malcolm thought, but he said, “No, Father. It’s just that … well, I work late each night”—he ignored his sister’s skeptical snort—”and it’s awfully hard for me to get up on Sunday mornings. I’m sure you know what I mean.”

“Of course I do.” The priest smiled. “That’s why we have mass in the afternoon as well.” He continued smiling at Malcolm, which made the young man very uncomfortable.

“Yeah, well,” he muttered, “I should go in the afternoon, I guess …”

“You certainly should!” Rachel said emphatically. “It’s terrible, allowing yourself to become remiss in your religious obligations!”

“I agree,” Daniel said, pouring a glass of wine for each of the people present. “Why, when I was your age, I went to church each and every Sunday of the year, and on all the holidays, too.”

Quincy tapped his fork lightly against his glass and said softly, “The boy said he’ll go in the afternoon. Leave him be.”

“All I was trying to—” Rachel began.

“Leave him be,” Quincy repeated. Rachel was too obedient to argue with him, and she began to serve the salad.

Henley’s brow furrowed slightly as he continued to look at Malcolm. The young man’s color was not good; he looked wan and ill. His eyes seemed tired and somewhat pained. As Malcolm reached up to scratch his scalp beneath his thick black hair, Henley noticed that his long, thin fingers were trembling. “Are you sure you’ve been feeling well lately, Malcolm?” Henley asked. “You look a little under the weather.”

“Just the job and the hours,” Malcolm muttered.

Henley nodded. “I imagine you get home rather late each night.”

“Each morning, you mean,” Rachel said disapprovingly.

“Yeah,” Malcolm replied to the priest, ignoring his sister. “I start working at about eight and I get off at … well, whenever the place closes, usually about three.”

“And you sleep until six in the evening?” the priest asked.

“Oh, he wouldn’t have to, if he’d come right home,” Rachel snapped knowingly. “But after work he goes off running around with his friend Jerry, looking for easy women!”

Malcolm rubbed his still-bleary eyes. “Rachel, will you shut the hell up?”

Daniel frowned at him. “Don’t speak to your sister that way!”

Quincy coughed loudly, his standard means of getting attention. All eyes turned to him as he said quietly, “Rachel, get the meat. Daniel, go with her and carve it out in the kitchen.”

“Now, Grandfather—” Rachel began.

“Rachel, get the meat!” he repeated sternly. “Daniel, go with her and carve it out in the kitchen!” After exchanging annoyed glances, his granddaughter and her husband rose from the table and left the room. As the door to the kitchen swung shut, the old man turned to the priest and said, “Thank the Lord I’m not Malcolm. I think I’d have shot both of them years ago.”

Malcolm smiled, gratified at his grandfather’s affectionate, if hyperbolical, defense. “Thanks, Gramps.”

Quincy took a sip of his wine. “You will go to church, though, won’t you?”

Malcolm patted the old man on the arm. “Sure I will, Gramps. This Sunday afternoon, for sure.”

Quincy nodded and smiled. He turned to Father Henley and said, “Malcolm is keeping company with a charming young lady, by the way.”

“Oh, isn’t that nice!” Henley said, genuinely pleased.

“We’re not … I mean, it isn’t serious,” Malcolm said quickly. “In fact, I don’t even know if we’re going to see each other again.”

“It looked serious to me last week when you brought her home to meet us,” Quincy said.

“Well, last week was last week.”

Rachel and Daniel returned a few moments later with the roast, and the rest of the meal was spent pleasantly enough. Henley nodded and smiled as Rachel spoke critically about most of the people she knew and as Daniel reminded everyone how successful he was. The priest strove to repress his laughter whenever old Quincy would make some caustic remark to his granddaughter and her husband. Malcolm said nothing throughout the meal. He looked disinterestedly at his food, pushed it around his plate with his fork, and eventually rose from the table, leaving the food uneaten. “I gotta get ready for work.”

“Okay, boy,” Quincy said as he downed a glass of wine.

“Bye, Father. Good to see you.”

“Good-bye, Mal. See you in church.” The priest smiled.

“Malcolm!” Rachel snapped. “You haven’t touched your food!”

“Not hungry,” he said over his shoulder, and bounded up the stairs.

It’s funny, he thought as he showered. I felt like shit when I woke up, didn’t eat a thing, and now I feel a hundred percent better. Must be the screwy hours. I hate to admit it, but maybe Rachel’s right. Maybe it does something to your system, staying up so late and then sleeping through the afternoon. Maybe I should try to get another job.

He stepped out of the shower and began to shave. Another job. Out of the question. His brief experience down on Wall Street had taught him that he was just not cut out for a nine-to-five job. He did not seem able to function properly that early in the morning. There are day people, and there are night people, and you cannot change what you are. Malcolm was wide-awake at three in the morning, and always dead tired at three in the afternoon.

He splashed on some aftershave and pulled on a gray turtleneck sweater. Maybe that’s why Jerry and I get along so well, he reflected. Jerry’s always ready to party all night. He never gets tired.

Well, I hope he’s in a partying mood tonight. After last night, I need a little fun, a little something to lift my spirits.

Finished dressing and not wishing to have to make any further good-byes, he walked quietly down the stairs and left the house. Thank God! he thought with relief. Any more conversation with Henley and Rachel and Daniel, and he … well, he might very well have been tempted to shoot somebody. As he walked the short distance from Granville Place in the Gardens to Ascan Avenue, he felt just a bit guilty about his grandfather and the priest. Go to church! He had absolutely no intention of going to church, this coming Sunday or any other time. If nothing else, he had reached intellectual discretion. Superstitious nonsense, all of it. He knew it upset his grandfather, and he felt some affection for Father Henley, but one had to be true to one’s beliefs.

As he rounded the corner and walked down Ascan Avenue toward Queens Boulevard, he tried to shake off any hint of depression or unease. Gonna be a, good night, he thought. Me’n Jerry’ll spend six or seven easy hours mixing drinks and flirting with the women at the Strand, and then either we’ll have some fun with a couple of them or we’ll go someplace else and find some women there.

Everything will be okay tonight, he thought confidently. Last night was a fluke, nothing but a fluke. Happens to every guy once in a while, just as Holly said.

Holly … I guess I won’t be seeing Holly anymore. She probably thinks I’m a fag or something now.

He turned left at the huge Roman Catholic church which stretched for an entire block along Queens Boulevard, and in a few minutes he was at the Strand, where he and his friend Jerry tended bar. The Strand had been named rather self-consciously after the famous street in London. It was a restaurant and after dark, a somewhat sedate but still acceptably funky disco and singles bar frequented by affluent young adults. This accounted for both the classy atmosphere and the inordinately high prices.

This was fine with Malcolm and Jerry. The higher the prices, the higher the tips.

Malcolm entered to find Jerry Herman already behind the long, horseshoe-shaped bar. “Hey, Mal,” Jerry called out. “’Bout time you showed up!”

“Why, am I late?” he asked.

“Nah, it’s only eight o’clock. But I was getting bored. This place is dead tonight.”

“It’s only Tuesday, Jerry,” Malcolm reminded him. “It’ll be nice and quiet.”

“Who likes it nice and quiet?” Jerry asked. “The busier the better, I always say. Makes the time go faster and brings in a lot more good-looking women. And speaking of which, how did things go with Holly last night?”

Malcolm flushed slightly. “Great, Jerry, just great.” Horrible, he thought. So damned embarrassing.

“Lucky son of a bitch,” Jerry muttered in mock despondency. “I don’t know what she sees in you. She’d be a lot better off with a stud like me.”

Malcolm laughed in spite of himself. “Oh, yeah, really?”

“Sure,” he said, nodding. “I can go nonstop for two hours with only a fifteen-minute bathroom, smoke, and bourbon break.”

“Gee, you’re my hero, Jer,” Malcolm said, still laughing.

“Herman! Harker!” the voice of their boss boomed from the kitchen at the end of the room. “Get your asses in here and help me unload these kegs!”

“I’ll do it, Mal,” Jerry said, nodding toward the door. “You got company.”

Malcolm turned around and swallowed hard, suddenly very nervous and ill at ease as Holly Larsen closed the door behind her.
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The hours passed quickly for Jerry, no doubt. He scampered back and forth along his side of the bar with his usual speed and cheerful efficiency, living up to his self-proclaimed reputation as the only bartender in New York who could work, flirt, think, and make proper change simultaneously. Jerry’s somewhat broad and acne-scarred face set above a body too skinny to be fashionably thin had never deterred him from his pursuit of the fair sex, nor had it impeded his lotharial success. He was funny enough, friendly enough, and eager enough to counterbalance any physical shortcomings.

It had never been so with Malcolm. Strikingly handsome in an ascetic, almost aristocratic manner, he had never needed to develop the suave manner and false good cheer which might have made his night so much easier on him, and on Holly as well. She had seated herself squarely on the center stool on Malcolm’s end of the bar, taking no offense at his cold and aloof attitude. She knew that his behavior was born of embarrassment, so she remained where she was as the hours passed, carefully nursing a few ginger ales as the night passed into the early morning, patiently waiting for him to stop acting like a child.

Malcolm had been able to avoid speaking to her during the busiest time of the night, but by two o’clock too few customers remained in the Strand for him to ignore her any longer. Steeling himself for an unpleasant conversation, he walked over to her and said, “Hi. Still here?”

“Hi, yourself,” she replied. “Of course I am.”

He nodded and tried to think of something to say. “You waiting for somebody?” Good grief! he thought. What a stupid thing to ask!

“Yup,” she said, nodding. “I’m waiting for you to grow up.”

He looked down at his feet before speaking again, thus making himself unconsciously, boyishly, innocently adorable, and she struggled to hide her affectionate amusement. “Look, Holly, about last night …”

“Honestly, Malcolm,” she said laughing, not unkindly, “you are so stupid.”

He blushed slightly and then smiled. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she said. “You don’t have to worry about some asinine ‘superstud’ image with me, Mal. What happened last night happens to every guy once in a while. It’s not a big deal, and it certainly doesn’t matter to me.”

“Really?” he asked, liking her enormously.

“Of course,” she replied. “I mean, I could just as easily interpret the whole thing as meaning that I’m not attractive or exciting, right? It could be a reflection on me, not you, right?”

He laughed. “Holly, that would be ridiculous!” Absurd, absolutely absurd, he thought as he looked at her. Her eyes were hazel, soft, warm, deep, inviting eyes. She had hair the color of burgundy wine, hair that cascaded down around her shoulders in curly ringlets, and flawless skin the color of ivory. Her figure was slender, her legs long. She combined pristine beauty with lusty earthiness, a dual heritage from her Norwegian and Irish ancestors. “You’re gorgeous, Holly,” he whispered.

“Hmm, tell me more,” she said, and leaned forward to kiss him, relishing the compliment that might have sounded false and cloying coming from anyone else.

Malcolm felt a familiar stirring in his loins, and he called over his shoulder, “Hey, Jer, I think I’ll leave early, if it’s okay with the boss.” To Holly he said, “Don’t go away, please! I’ll be back in a minute.” He kissed her again and then walked quickly away. As Malcolm Harker rushed back to the kitchen to let the owner know that he was leaving, Holly Larsen whipped a compact from her purse and gave herself a quick once-over. Lookin’ good, she thought to herself. I hope he’s okay tonight. It doesn’t matter to me if it happens once in a while … they say it happens to every guy once in a while … but I don’t want anything to mess up this relationship.

Jerry Herman walked toward her from the other end of the bar, waving a greeting. She smiled at him and said, “Hiya, sailor. Buy me a drink?”

“Cute, Holly,” he said, grinning. “Real cute. So, it’s your fault that I’m gonna have to tend this bar all by myself tonight!”

“You can handle it,” she said, amused by his feigned rebuke. “The place is emptying out.”

“Yeah, I know, I know.” He nodded. Then, as if the thought had just occurred to him, he said “Hey, how’s Marlene? I haven’t seen her for weeks. How’s she doing?”

Holly laughed. “She still doesn’t want anything to do with you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

He blushed slightly and grinned again. “Really? I thought maybe she might have sort of missed me, just a little bit.”

“She says that you’re an octopus, Jerry. Lots of hands, and all of them all over her all the time.”

He shrugged. “So I’m enthusiastic.”

“I don’t think that’s quite the description she would choose,” she chuckled.

He shrugged again. “C’est la vie.”

“C’est la guerre, more likely,” Malcolm said as he approached them. “You think of women as enemy territory to be conquered, Jer.”

“Ah, yes,” his friend replied, tapping his fingers contemplatively against his lips, “the thrill of combat.”

“Come on,” Holly said to Malcolm as she slid off the barstool. “Let’s go before Jerry starts to make me ill.”

Jerry Herman watched as Malcolm held the door open and he and Holly left the Strand. He shook his head, muttering, “You got it bad, buddy boy,” as he emptied a tray of clean glasses and placed them into the overhead glass rack. You’re too romantic, Mal, he thought, too unrealistic when it comes to women. You think everything is like in the movies. Holly’s a fine-looking woman, and real nice, all right, but don’t kid yourself into thinking that her feelings for you have nothing to do with your family’s bank account. It’s the old story. The guy is after the body and the girl is after the wallet.

“C’est la guerre,” he said aloud, “c’est la guerre, c’est la guerre …”

Jerry’s cynicism would have outraged both Malcolm and Holly, had they been privy to his thoughts. True, Malcolm was not immune to Holly’s physical beauty, which was considerable, and the joint motives of love and lust mingled in him without distinction; but overriding both of these urges was the simple fact that he liked her, that he enjoyed being with her, that, until the previous evening at any rate, he felt comfortable with her. It was true that Malcolm sowed his wild oats with the recklessness characteristic of young men, and that he had initially regarded Holly as just another warm furrow to be ploughed, but his feelings for her had very quickly grown deeper and more meaningful.

For her part, Holly Larsen was neither the self-serving gold digger Jerry assumed her to be nor the wide-eyed, selfless innocent of Malcolm’s fantasies. She knew that Malcolm Harker came from a wealthy family, and she would have been a fool not to have been pleased by that fact; but her own career as a real estate agent in a time of booming prices had persuaded her that she did not need to be taken care of by Malcolm or any man. Only twenty-six, she already possessed a good and growing stock portfolio, a number of bank accounts, and a co-op apartment in the better part of Forest Hills. She was not wealthy, of course; but she had every reason to believe that she would be, five or ten years down the road.

So the wealth of the Harker family, while pleasant, was not what made Malcolm attractive to her. He was simply so utterly different, so totally outside the range of her experiences with men. Holly had lived in New York City for only five years, but she had gone through her share of urban playboys, pseudosophisticates, perpetual adolescents, and upon occasion, closet queens. Social relationships had seemed much less complicated—or at least the men had been more honest and unpretentious—in
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