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* * * *

In “Babbitt’s Daughter,” Phyllis Ann Karr takes a wry and loving look at two myths—one American, the other Transylvanian. Sinclair Lewis’s Babbitt would hardly welcome Phyllis Ann Karr’s Amarantha “whose father was a Babbitt” with open arms—or veins. After all, vampires aren’t the sort of neighbors you want on Main Street.

Or are they?

From Anne Rice, we have the image of the vampire as rock musician. Phyllis Ann Karr gives us musicologists and activists who never drink… wine and who leave their victims—and her readers—laughing.

The question is: who has the last laugh?

* * * *

“My father was a Babbitt!” Amarantha flashed back at her host.

“Well? Isn’t that in itself a rather remarkable accomplishment for a vampire?” Still smiling calmly, Mendoza slipped his fingers beneath his guest’s miniature snifter and carried it back to the table for a refill with the dark cherry cordial he called homemade. “I rest my case.”
“No, you don’t. You’re getting ready to deliver more words of wisdom to help me cope with my bereavement.”
“Is that what we’re doing?” He looked around at her, fireplace light crimsoning his almost completely silver hair. Though he still moved like a man in the prime of life, he was an indeterminate number of years older than her father had been.

But then, Amarantha was no schoolgirl. Her own hair held quite a bit of silver.

“We’re both mature enough to have read up on the recommended mental hygienics of coping with bereavement,” Mendoza complimented her, returning her glass to the arm of her chair. “I thought we were simply reminiscing. But if you’d like another argument, consider that by living his life out of the closet, your father put himself up against two antagonistic mindsets: the one that assumes all vampires are automatically evil monsters, and the one that wants them that way—that believes any vampire who may genuinely prefer saintliness is somehow betraying his or her very nature.”
“Saintliness!” she echoed in a mocking tone. “You never saw him really pig out.”
It must have been the Christmas vacation of her frosh year at the University of Madison… with a cozy little school of higher learning in her hometown, and both parents on its faculty, she had nevertheless insisted on going to the big education factory down-state, hopping home only on holidays.

Anyway, she remembered the night of some party or other between Christmas and New Year’s—probably the Dean’s annual bash. They’d gotten back well after midnight, most of the family going more or less straight to bed. After half an hour or so, Amarantha gave up the struggle to fall asleep and got up for a book and some warm milk.

She found her father at the refrigerator, filling a glass from the bottle of chicken blood.

“Father!”
“Amy.” Smiling at her without the least sign of shame, he reached for the small bottle of human hemoglobin from the Bloodbank. “Enjoy the party?”
“Not as much as you did. Jesus, Father, you ate enough for the whole Coast Guard!”
He shivered and paused, then set the Bloodbank bottle beside his glass on the table, shut the fridge door gently but firmly, and turned to her. “Amy, don’t throw His Name around carelessly.”
“I wasn’t. I was using It to wake your conscience up. she-eesh, Father, how can you stand there raiding the refrigerator after the way you stuffed yourself silly all evening?”
“I did?”
“I can’t even count the number of times you kept refilling your plate. It’s a good thing they had so much on the buffet, or you wouldn’t have left anything for anybody else. Jeesh, some people get embarrassed about how much their parents drink. With me, it’s how much my father eats!”
“I’m sorry, Amy. I never intended to embarrass you.”
“And please don’t call me that! You don’t like to be nicknamed. Neither do I.”
He sat down at the table, opened the Bloodbank bottle, and inserted the medicine dropper. “I don’t like my contemporaries calling me ‘Clem.” I’ve never minded ‘Pop’ or ‘Daddy’ from my own children.”
“Well, I don’t like ‘Amy’ from anyone. My name is Amarantha.”
To be fair, her baptismal name was Teresa, and while her mother, brother, and sister slipped back to it pretty regularly even after the formal announcement of her new chosen name, her father never did. Even though she knew how disappointed he’d been that she didn’t like “Teresa” for everyday wear.

“Very well. Amarantha,” he said now, squeezing three drops of human into his glass of chicken blood, hesitating, and adding two more.

She could tell he was angry. But so was she. “I don’t know why your crosses didn’t drive you crazy!”
“Well, they didn’t.” His hand went to the tiny crucifix earring in his pierced ear. “Although this is beginning to pinch now, with the temptation to turn you over my knee.”
“For what? Being scandalized by my own father’s gluttony?”
He got a spoon out of the drawer and stirred his snack briskly. “I’m sorry I scandalized you. It was a Christmas party. I wasn’t aware I was filling my plate so often.”
“Well, you were. You dress up like a movie dracula, why don’t you act like one? Movie dracs never eat at all.”
“No, they pig out on blood. If you’ve ever noticed, movie vampires drink more than—”
“At least they don’t do it in public!”
He shot her a look of real anger, and for a moment—if he had been somebody else’s father or even her own mother—she’d have been afraid he really would turn her over his knee. Instead, being the world’s most conscientiously saintly vampire, he put his spoon down and said in a voice so quiet it hurt, “I already apologized for embarrassing you, Amarantha. It happens I was hungry. Or didn’t you notice that our hostess kept ‘fooling’ me with glasses of tomato juice?”
“And you kept adding drops from people’s thumbs.

“Why the ‘H’ don’t you just tell people when you see they aren’t giving you real blood?”
“It’s called being polite—”
“Oh, affirmative! And so you go and stuff yourself silly instead, and I suppose that’s just ‘being polite,” too, seeing you don’t get any calories or nutrition or anything out of plain old human food.” The words “plain old human” pushed one of his most sensitive buttons. She had done that on purpose, and by his response she knew how well she managed to hide feeling sorry about it.

“Above all other people,” he answered slowly, “the members of my own family should know I’m as human as everybody else. If there’s nothing but water around, a hungry human will try to fill up on water and create the illusion of a full stomach.”
“A very full stomach—a gorged-to-bursting stomach. Jeesh, Pop, can you even guess how many ordinary human beings would just love to be able to pig out on everything in sight without putting on a millimeter around the waistline? If eating like that in front of a bunch of people who’re going to have to diet their souls out after the holidays is being polite—”
“Amarantha!”
His hand was quivering. He set his glass down before any of its contents sloshed out. There was a tight click when the glass met the tabletop.

“I’m sorry,” he went on stiffly. “I thought she was going to have real blood for me. I suppose that at the last minute she couldn’t get it after all. If I’d known, I would have drunk a glass here at home beforehand. Following St. Paul’s advice. Then you wouldn’t have had to suffer through watching your father make a glutton out of himself. Which I did unconsciously—”
“Don’t make it sound like you were sleep-eating or something! You were wide-awake every minute! Your usual charming self—”
“Daughter! You don’t know what it’s like—thank God!—being hungry in the middle of a feast, in the middle of fellow human beings enjoying mountains of food—gourmet food—and being the only one there who can’t get anything out of it at all except flavor and texture and false satis—”
“No, I don’t know what it’s like! But I want to know! I want like Hell to know! Come on, Father, bite me!”
“I kept asking him and asking him,” she complained, almost less to Mendoza than to herself, “and he kept telling me, “Be sure you understand what you’re asking for.” Lord, he was still telling me that the day I turned forty! And now… it’s too late.”
“He knew the everydayness of it,” said Mendoza. “He knew what it was, circumventing pure-food rules in order to buy raw animal blood, combing your hair or getting an eyelash out of your eye without being able to see yourself in a mirror, keeping the conscience quiet enough not to react to holy things, facing the occasional serious danger from bigots…”
“I’d have been willing! Do you think I couldn’t see all that, just from living in the same house? But you’d have thought I was begging for incest! Or the power to be a screen monster. Why couldn’t he ever trust me?”
Mendoza shook his head. “Not that he didn’t trust you. It was that he didn’t fully trust himself. His professional life was music, his spiritual life was his family and his religion. He never felt he had the academic or scientific credentials to make his ideas about vampirism anything more than a hobby—an amateur’s theory that explained his own case but might not work for anybody else. That’s why he never made another vampire, not even when someone begged him for it. Not even you. Especially not the members of his own family. I’m sure your mother loved—knew him better than to ask.”
“My mother… thanks to her, we’re only half Japanese, when we could have been Purebloods!”
“Do you think you’d have existed if your mother had married someone else? Chances are that this consciousness calling itself Amarantha Czarny Kato would never have come into being at all… But if it had, why the mother’s child any more than the father’s?”
“She made us halfbloods, and he gave us the name of junior vampires without the substance. Have you got any idea what it’s like growing up as a dracula’s daughter? Especially when your home isn’t even much different from your friends’ homes?”
“Another accomplishment.” Sipping his cordial, Mendoza gazed at the fireplace. “Giving you the normal, middle class childhood he had missed out on. How old was he when it happened to him? Ten? Eleven?”
“Eleven.” Amarantha knew this piece of family history very well. “In the Minnemagantic town hospital on a Sunday in July…”
The first thing he remembered was the accident. A perfect swan dive—anything, he thought it should’ve been nearly perfect this time, for a dive from the boat—and then a thud to his head about the time he was ready to start surfacing.

He didn’t feel like he was breathing, but it was a kind of comfortable feeling. He was still floating, only not in water anymore. Now he was drifting along in the air above a bed in a semidarkened room with forest murals on the walls. There was a boy in the bed, all hooked up to some kind of monitor unit. That and the rollover bedside tray-tables and stuff like that told him it was a hospital room.

The boy in the bed looked terrible. Like some kind of Frankenstein’s Monster. Blackened eyes, puffy cheeks, mouth hanging open… It took him awhile to recognize himself. He wasn’t sure whether the himself in the bed was breathing, either. If it mattered.

He must’ve bashed his head against something hard in the water. Too bad Wolf Lake wasn’t one of those crystal-clear lakes you heard about where people could see all the way down to count the pebbles on the bottom ten meters below. Too bad it was one of those lakes where you lost sight of your hand when you held it under at arm’s length, and just had to take it on trust that the water was clean and nontoxic and didn’t have hard stuff on the bottom waiting to getcha.

He wondered dreamily how much of that water he’d swallowed before Uncle Buck and Ted and Omar got him out and rushed him here. He figured that was what must have happened. Too bad they’d gone to all that trouble. How come he could remember their names and not his own?

The monitor unit seemed to be doing things, but he didn’t read Monitorese. Some kind of antigravity was tugging him up toward the ceiling. He just let himself go with the flow… too relaxed to do anything else.

He floated through the ceiling as if it was mist, and found himself on a huge open plain. He remembered from somewhere that there should be some kind of long tunnel, but he was on an open plain, glowing with light that came from all around, even up from the “ground.” He thought his Guardian Angel should be here, too, but he couldn’t see anybody. He seemed to feel someone at his back, but whoever it was must have kept pivoting around with him when he turned.

What there were, were a lot of cities and lake resorts and elegant buildings and mountain mini-ranges and campgrounds dotting the plain in all directions, like the galaxy clusters at the Chicago Planetarium show, and every time he turned around, they seemed to get closer. Especially one that looked like… He thought it looked a little like the Original Disneyland he’d never gotten to visit.

And standing there at the gates, waving to him— Dad and Mom! Looking the way he could just barely remember them, kissing him good-bye the time they drove off to get killed by that crazy UPS driver, only even better than they’d looked when they kissed him good-bye, even happier. Glowing… like some of the light was coming from inside them.

He waved back. He started trying to run to them…

Something held him back. Whoever was standing behind him? Was whoever it was giving him the old Vulcan neck pinch?

He tried to hit it away. The pinch just tightened. Actually, it felt more like something biting him.

Mom and Dad left the gates and floated down to him.

“Oh, honey, you’re still so young!” said Mom. Only she didn’t exactly “say” it. The words glowed out of her, like the light, and reformed themselves in his head, tonal vibrations and all.

“What is it?” he wanted to know. “Mom, Dad, what’s biting me?”
“Maybe you’d better get on back, son,” Dad told him. “Or else a lot of people will be pretty unhappy about you for a while. Your Mom and I can wait.”
Something hard came up against his mouth. He couldn’t see it, any better than he could see whatever had been biting him, but he could feel it, and there was something on it.

It worked his lips apart and drops of sweet, warm, salty liquid started falling into his mouth. He swallowed and opened his eyes.

Just like that, he was back in the hospital bed with somebody bending over him. Someone shadowy, holding one wrist to his mouth and using the other dark-sleeved arm for a mask.

Just that one glimpse of the faceless somebody, and then he was in Christine Daae’s dressing room. He was Raoul de Chagny, watching Christine from the curtained inner room, and he was also the Phantom of the Opera, Erik himself, singing to her through the walls, and he may have been Christine, too. But mainly he was seeing things through Raoul’s eyes, following Christine as she walked toward her back wall, the wall that was one huge mirror. He could see her front in the mirror better than he could see her back that was right in front of him. Her eyes were huge, and there were two trickles of blood at the corners of her mouth. Her skin was as pale gray as if they were in one of the old black-and-white movies instead of the original novel. He couldn’t see himself in the mirror because he was right in back of her, and her reflection completely covered his.

The dressing room was longer and longer, like a football field… like the time line of the history of the universe… and they kept on walking, and walking, and walking, with her getting bigger and bigger in the mirror until he didn’t see how she could get any bigger, and meanwhile he kept on singing his opera to her, the opera Erik was composing about Don Juan triumphing over all the powers of Hell…

She was touching the giant mirror, putting her arms through it. He reached out to hug her from behind and pull her back—she shattered into a zillion Christines, each tiny new Christine a facet in a huge mirror-tile globe spinning around and around, faster and faster, tinkling till it white-noised out his music.

And then, when it stopped and the mirror wall settled down again, like the lake smoothing out… he couldn’t see himself at all.
He was in Erik’s torture chamber, the little room with six walls and every one of them an identical mirror, reflecting each other over and over again until nobody could ever count all the reflections. There was a whole crowd of people in there with him… well, maybe just two or three, but they looked like a whole crowd, an endless mob of the same two or three faces reflected over and over everywhere… except he couldn’t find his own face anywhere! And he finally understood how a person could go crazy in the Phantom of the Opera’s mirror torture chamber…

Christine Daae sang, “He becomes a living dead man.”
Her voice woke him up. His mother’s antique hand mirror with the pearly plastic frame was lying on the hospital bedside tray table. He reached for the mirror, picked it up trembling, made sure he had the mirror side toward him, and looked in.

He saw the dent his head was making in the pillow, and a little bloodstain on the pillowcase down near the lower edge. His head wasn’t in the reflection at all.

Still watching the mirror, he used his other hand to feel his neck and the corners of his mouth. Blood, both places. He could see it on his fingers, but he couldn’t see either it or his fingers in the mirror. Just the pillow changing shape as he moved around.

He popped his fingers in his mouth and licked them clean before anybody came in and saw them. He could feel his eyeteeth growing long and sharp already. The bloodstain on the pillowcase must have come out of his neck before any blood from the dark shape’s wrist got into his mouth.

His mother’s mirror slipped out of his hand and dropped to the floor. Its bounce echoed on and on and on… like Christine Daae’s song in his brain. A vague recollection came to him that Aunt Cele had Mom’s old hand mirror down in Indiana. That meant it couldn’t be up here. He was still dreaming…

It didn’t make any difference. Some dreams were true. This one was. Not about his mother’s mirror… and maybe not about the blood on his pillow. But true in what it was telling him.

He had seen his own face for the last time in his life a few minutes ago when he’d been floating in the air above his body. All puffy and bruised—what a last sight to get of your own face! And that was it, that was the last he’d ever be able to see of it live…

He guessed he’d have to buy a portrait from one of those sidewalk artists every so often.

It seemed a stupid thing to worry about on top of everything else, but… He’d known Erik’s whole Don Juan Triumphant when he was singing it in the dream, and the hospital people came rushing in just as he finally started trying to get it back. Well, maybe it would’ve been too late, anyway.

“I hadn’t been aware he was an orphan at the time,” Mendoza commented. “He missed out on a normal family childhood in more ways than one.”
“I never had any paternal grandparents to go visit and be spoiled by, either. Thanks to that speeding UPS truck years before I was born… And then to have a truck get him, too! Exactly the same way it would have gotten anybody else who happened to be in that crossing when it jumped the red light.”
“A crossroads, of sorts,” Mendoza said musingly. “To have spent most of his life under a mild phobia of the stake, and then…”
“At least it wasn’t driven through his heart until afterward.” All the same, Amarantha shut her eyes for a moment, involuntarily reliving the horror of the desecration. And she hadn’t even seen his body until after Farwell’s Funeral Home had cosmeticized away all traces of that last indignity as well as most of what the speeding truck had done. “He wouldn’t have cared then, not when he was already dead,” she reminded her host and herself.

“No, I suppose not. Considering the instructions he left for having his body cremated.”
“He didn’t even want to test whether or not he could be brought back to life!” She wished he had left them room to try resuscitating him. Dying in your early seventies was premature even for ordinary people nowadays, and slowly as her father had been aging, he could have looked forward to twenty or thirty more years of fully active life.

“I think he came to welcome the irreversibility of change,” Mendoza remarked. “Once he became reconciled to the fact that, as far as anyone has been able to discover, there is no way to get back to not being a vampire, any other than any of us can get back to babyhood or adolescence or virginity… why look for death to be any less permanent? Whatever happens to our consciousness after death—and he for one believed that it survives the body—the way to grow is by stepping from change to change, not by slipping backward, even if and when slipping backward might be possible.”
She was only half listening. “Almost the only thing we had left from my father’s parents,” she said, “was an antique manger set that had been his grandmother’s. Maybe even his great-grandmother’s. I’m not sure exactly what it’s made of. Some kind of plaster, I think. Lord, I used to love that old set! One of my biggest thrills every Christmas was unwrapping the little figures and setting them up, one by one. Until that one year… I must have been about six or seven. I think it was during one of those phases Pop went through now and then where he’d try wearing something else than the old vampire ‘habit’ for a day or two. I seem to remember him in blue trousers and a blue pullover sweater with snowflakes that evening.

Anyway, that’d explain why I didn’t notice right away that he’d taken off his crosses…”
He guessed that a thirty-seven-year-old tenured professor with three growing children should know better by now. Wearing anything else than his traditional Lugosi-style opera suit and cape had the tang of hypocrisy, and always seemed to bring on a major or minor crisis. Why did he keep deciding, every few years, that all the times before had been pure coincidence, and try again?

It didn’t help that this time the first colleague he encountered in the faculty lounge of the Music School was Dave Groves.

“Say, old bloodsucker, what’s happening? Planning to sneak up unsuspected on some new nick beneath the mistletoe, are we?”
“Well, you know. The eve of a new decade, time for a new image…”
“Uh-unh, old bean.” The know-it-all wink that was the younger professor’s specialty. “New decade doesn’t start till sixty-one. The year ending in ‘zero’ still belongs to the old decade. Take it from me, don’t let that subject loose on your students. Stick with what you know.”
“Thanks for the stray gem from your encyclopedic knowledge, Dave, but if I took a vote on it, I’d bet ninety-eight percent of my students would say the Sixties begin a little more than a week from now.” Ordinarily, Clement would have shut his mouth on a comeback like that; but out of vampire habit he felt looser, more like everybody else—the people who could sin to their hearts’ content without any inconvenient physical side effects.

“Ninety-eight percent?” Pushing up his lower lip, Groves shook his head. “No, I can’t believe the level of misinformation is that high. Tell you what, I’ll just take you up on that bet for… oh, let’s say a dollar or two.”
“Let’s say three,” the vampire answered stiffly, and his miniature white-gold crucifix sent a twinge through his pierced earlobe at this display of stubborn pride. He ignored it.

Then he ran into Jane Hoffman in the hall and watched her expression flicker from lack of recognition to the kind of look that could still make him wonder, even after all these years of doing it mirrorless, if he’d combed his hair crooked or missed a patch of beard while shaving.

Without waiting for the tactful comment he could see she was trying to formulate about his change of dress, he fell back on his second line of defense: “Well, you know, my two oldest are getting to the age where it’s hard enough figuring out what to get the old man for Christmas. Just thought I’d let them have the option other kids have of choosing Pop something loud and sporty.”
The gray-haired doctor of music bestowed on him a sage nod. “I see. Very commendable. All the same, Dr. Czarny,”—Clement’s doctorate was still pending, but Jane Hoffman’s way of democratizing her title was giving it out gratis to almost every colleague—”if I might offer a word of fashion advice… the silver filigree cross is striking on your usual outfit, but I wouldn’t wear it with that sweater.”
“No? I thought it matched the snowflakes pretty well.”
“It’s hardly visible against the pale blue. And when a person looks closely enough to see it, it seems… out of place. Much too formal for its background. On your usual shirt, it’s elegant. On that sweater, just an extraneous dangle of jewelry.”
“I see. Thank you.” Lifting the cross on its chain, he dropped it between his new sweater and the matching blue shirt he wore beneath. Through a single layer of thin cotton, it felt remarkably warm. He monitored his thoughts, found angry resentment toward Dr. Hoffman with her “fashion advice,” and tried to leave it behind in the echo of his footprints on the tile floor. The whole reason he wore the cross was to help him avoid anger, not rouse it.

His necklace and earring had both cooled by the time he reached the lecture room, only to heat up again in the stress of dealing with his “Music Appreciation I” class. The Friday before Christmas break turned out to be one of the worst days in the year he could have chosen to break out of habit. Whether it was the coming vacation that made the students act more like high school than university freshmen and sophomores, or whether his usual vampire costume inspired more awe than he suspected, discipline fell apart. A few of the naturally better-behaved kids complimented their prof on his new clothes, but most of the students apparently took the change of costume as a signal to go slaphappy.

It did not improve matters that seven of the thirty-four—an easy twenty percent—chose to vote in favor of beginning the new decade in ‘sixty-one.

Discipline-wise, the day’s second class was, if anything, worse. The kids didn’t even quiet down when he signaled his anger by making a show of removing the crucifix from his ear and putting it away in the case his oldest daughter had petit-pointed for it, usually a surefire trick for reining them in. It seemed that when he was out of vampire costume, they no longer so much as pretended to take the vampirish temper seriously.

And the earring had definitely needed removing by then.

The third class comprised mostly juniors and seniors, but today they were the worst of all. He gave up trying to siphon “Advanced Theory” into their brains and let the period disintegrate early into the ‘sixty-versus’-sixty-one argument the grapevine had obviously prepared them to expect.

At least, when all three classes were added together, the total percentage voting for ‘sixty-one fell several points. Not enough: all Groves needed was three percent who saw the new decade thing his way, and he still had more than quadruple that.

Meanwhile, between classes, Prof Czarny’s office hours brought in one legitimate counseling problem, one simple headache—Bob Wilde arguing about his latest grade again (if Wilde would put half the time into studying that he put into arguing with every teacher about his grades…), and one frosh lad from Engineering School, not even a student the vampire had ever seen close-up before, wanting confidential tips on “how to give a girl a real, topflight hickey.”
Somebody or other hit with this hickey business several times a year. Young women had even solicited him to give them one in person. Occasionally older women, too, and once—he still cringed to think of it— a young man. It could take half an hour to convince them that being a vampire did not automatically make someone an expert in hickeys, that, in fact, Professor Czarny, mindful of the awkwardness and possible danger from his fangs, had never given one to anybody. Today it took the full hour, and the engineering student left for his next class still looking unconvinced, as if he might come back.

It was immediately after that visit that Clement pulled the cross up from beneath his sweater and took it off completely. He wished he had taken it off an hour or two earlier. If things kept on the way they’d been going, he’d have to work twice as hard at self-restraint without the alarm system on his temper, but he thought the holy symbol was starting to blister his skin through the thin cloth shirt.

He knew from experience that the cloth itself would be undamaged. That was something, anyway.

Trying to unwind between his scheduled office hours and the late-afternoon opera committee meeting, he again encountered Dave Groves in the faculty lounge, where Groves seemed to spend the better part of almost every school day.

In one way, it was just as well. The vampire would have hated having this matter of the bet hanging over the entire Christmas break or, even worse, cropping up at some holiday party. But in another way, it was the last thing he needed to cap off the day’s irritations.

“Oh, yes! David,” he began at once, fumbling carefully with his money clip, before the younger man could broach the subject. “You won. Congratulations.” He twitched out a pinchful of bills, eventually extracted three singles, and held them out between little finger and ring finger while putting the extra currency away with as much dignity as he could manage.

“I did?” Groves returned, pretending surprise but sounding smug about it as he accepted the money. “By how much?”
“It totaled out to fourteen percent seeing it your way.”
“That high, eh? Well, I know you, Clem. You probably bent over backward to be fair. Overstated my case until they thought they were voting the way you wanted.” Another know-it-all wink. “You’d make a lousy courtroom lawyer, you old bloodsucker.”
Actually, quite a few people had told Clement, throughout his life, that he’d have made a fine courtroom lawyer. They used to beg him, back in his student days, to go out for the Debate Team. Maybe the dracula costume had a lot to do with that, too; he certainly didn’t seem to have the touch today. In fact, he suspected most of that fourteen percent had voted for ‘sixty-one in order to annoy him, guessing or having heard where he’d put his money. But there was no way he would share that thought with Groves. “Thank you, David,” he replied instead. “I take it as a compliment to be told how fair and impartial I am to an opponent’s viewpoint. Might not be much good as a courtroom lawyer, but I’d have made a fine judge, wouldn’t you say?”
It was one of the day’s few victories-out-of-defeat. But it sent him to the opera committee meeting with a nagging doubt about taking too much pride in an irate comeback.

The meeting would have been grim enough if he’d gone into it with a quiet conscience. The Ives triumvirate obviously came prepared to do full battle for Tannhauser. Dean Ives because he wanted his latest Met-material protege in the lead, Grundman because he was the dean’s pet yes-man, and Lomax because she was clearly itching to direct it in the same lurid style she had directed Lulu and The Three penny Opera.
Dr. Hoffman sat back saying little except for the occasional comment to second whoever had spoken last. Clement found himself holding out alone for the piece that they should have done this December, and that Ives had been promising to do “next term” for the last three years, Rossini’s Cenerentola.
“You just want to sing the valet,” said Lomax.

“I do not! Tom Harringan would be almost ideal in that part.” If they’d done it when Clement had first suggested it, they could have cast Rico Sforzi, who was born for such roles; but Sforzi had gone on to Juilliard last year.

“You did Papageno four or five years back,” Lomax pointed out.

Dr. Hoffman put in, “Superbly, too. But only because Sforzi sprained his ankle the day before we opened.”
“La Cenerentola,” said Dean Ives, “is more of a Christmas piece. I should have thought, Czarny, that you’d approve a highly moral work such as Tannhauser, especially falling as close to Easter as this spring’s opera will.”
Moral? With the Venusburg sequence, and not impossibly the music contest as well, staged by Sally Lomax in the style of a skin flick? “If you want a piece with an edifying moral,” Clement said carefully, hoping Lomax could restrain herself with Mozart, “let’s do The Marriage of Figaro.”
“We just did Mikado this month,” said the dean’s yes-man Grundman, shaking his head. “Can’t do two light comedies in a row.”
“The whole theme of Figaro is forgiveness! You can’t put it in the same category as Mikado. But if you want something heavy,” Clement argued, “why not Don Giovanni?”
Lomax said, “You just want to sing the valet.”
The vampire slipped off his rings and put them in his pocket, away from his skin. Even though silver and gold hadn’t been counted as particularly sacred metals for years, the bands were starting to constrict and burn his fingers.

In the end, the committee compromised on Tannhauser with a three to one vote, Dr. Hoffman abstaining.

Sunlight almost never gave Clement trouble but, considering his mood by the time he got out of the building, he was glad today was one of the shortest days of the year, with the sun already safely set. He hoped they weren’t having spaghetti or anything else with garlic for dinner. Tonight, unless he could simmer down quickly, even garlic—forgotten though its ancient holy symbolism was—might react on him. And he felt too tired to shake out of the anger groove and simmer down quickly.

Tired in mind and soul, but in body he was so full of angry energy that he covered the ten-minute walk home in six minutes.

He opened the door and heard his two oldest in the dining room having a teenage squabble about singing stars as they slammed silverware on the table. Shutting his eyes, he shouted, “I’m home!” in some faint hope of sidetracking the argument before it finished the ruination of his nerves.

“Daddy! Daddy!” That was Terry, his youngest, pattering out to meet him on her first-grader’s legs.

He stooped to sweep her up in his arms. Her little fists hit the back of his neck with a stabbing, searing pain.

He jerked, stifling a scream, desperate to keep his grip on the child. Something hit the floor with more of a crunch than a crash. The little girl gave a wail that brought the rest of the family.

“Uh-oh,” said Solly, picking up the pieces. “You’re gonna catch it now, Terry. The Christ Child from Pop’s old manger set. How often do we have to tell you, don’t run around with breakables in your hands!”
Oh. For a few confused seconds, Clement had wondered how his child could run around with anything that hot in her bare fingers.

One of the last, most precious mementos they had of his parents…

“Forget it, Solly,” the vampire told his son. “Let Terry alone. The key figure of a manger set is as much a holy symbol as a crucifix is, and your father has had a very hassling day. Don’t make it any worse.”
“He never punished me for it,” Amarantha remembered softly. “Mother wasn’t able to mend it, so we had to heap a handkerchief up over a tiny little cloth doll in the manger to make it look as if the Christ Child was all covered up. And we never found a replacement—we checked every antique shop, secondhand store, and yard sale for years. But he never punished me.”
Mendoza remarked, “When he could get people to accept him as a vampire, they wouldn’t accept him as a human being. I doubt that very many at all, outside his own family and closest friends, could ever accept him as both at once.”
“I’ve just understood something,” Amarantha went on. “Losing that figurine must have cost him more than it cost me. But he never even scolded me about it. I think he took all the blame on himself.” She rose. “May I use your—”
“Down the hall and across from the bedroom.”
When she came back to the combination living-dining room, she observed, “You have a very nice mirror in there.”
“I’d have said a very ordinary one. It serves its purpose.”
“I was beginning to suspect… You may call this silly!… only, when I didn’t see mirrors anywhere else in your home…”
“Not everyone hangs them everywhere. People expect one above the bathroom sink, however. You always had one in each of your bathrooms, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” she admitted, “but we had four plain, ordinary people in the house. You live alone.”
He smiled. “I have guests from time to time. More cherry cordial?”
“No, thank you. My glass is still half-full.” She sat and sipped a moment in silence, lowering the level of cordial by a millimeter or two, before speaking again. “M. Mendoza, is my father’s theory correct?”
“Most of it, I believe,” he answered in a matter-of-fact voice. “Possibly all of it.”
“Then vampirism really is a state of heightened sensitivity to holiness?” She felt that her eyes were shining.

“Well, I never suffered quite as much inconvenience with religious symbols as your father did on his worst days. But then, I never developed conscience to such a fine, gnat-straining art.”
“But you’ve spent your life being heroically good!” she protested. “Working for Greenpeace, Amnesty, all those movements for human and animal and planetary rights—”
“Only because I lacked the courage to do what my son and your father did—come out of the closet and live openly and honestly. It isn’t that I lack a conscience, Amarantha. It’s that I lacked whatever it takes to live life in its little, everyday, Babbitt fulfillments and frustrations. “Heroism’ has simply been my way of coping on a grand scale, quieting my conscience by overpaying for any petty little peccadillos I may commit.”
“Your son…”
“In a manner of speaking. My foster son, if you prefer.”
“Did he ever know it was you?”
“Not so far as I can tell. Anyway, I never confessed it to him. I’ve sometimes wondered if he ever had his secret suspicions, the way I used to step in and guardian-angel him from time to time. Never with advice about our condition, of course. He was my teacher there, whether or not he ever guessed that his theories might apply to me personally.”
“He liked to think,” Amarantha said slowly, “that whoever made him a vampire did it to save his life.”
Her host shook his head. “I was just a teenager myself at the time, still experimenting, prowling around hospitals in search of meals I could sneak from comatose patients when nobody else was in the room.

Your father’s blood had a good, fresh tang. I don’t know if it was my drinking that almost pushed him over the edge, or if it was just coincidence, but when I noticed what the monitors were doing, I had an instant remorse attack. I jabbed my wrist vein and stuffed it in his mouth as an emergency measure to repair the damage I guessed I’d done.”
She asked, “Then it was a complete accident, his being a vampire?”
“Oh, I’d probably already come across the idea that it’s the sharing of blood between vampire and victim that does the trick, but I doubt I remembered it at the crucial moment. I think that giving him my vein to suck was simply the first way that occurred to my green brain to pour back some of the blood I’d just taken out of him. Crucifixes bothered me for several days afterward, especially when I heard that he’d gone vampire, too.” Mendoza smiled. “My conscience may not be as fussy as your father’s, but it’s kept me out of any really serious evildoing ever since.”
She finally admitted, “His got a little less fussy after the midlife crisis years. Enough to stop nagging him about having been pushed to the limit by other people. Still, to have a built-in alarm system… That’s all I ever wanted from him. To be forced to hold myself in check. Lord knows I don’t like flying off the handle, saying hurtful things, weltering in angry thoughts… Why wouldn’t he ever trust me with the gift?”
Instead of repeating arguments, Mendoza asked, “After living with him, can you really think it makes it that easy?”
“M. Mendoza, you’re as much my grandfather as his father. If it hadn’t been for you, I’d never have been born.”
“If it hadn’t been for an infinity of circumstances, none of us would have been born, and a totally different set of people would be inhabiting the universe.”
She had appropriated some of the old medical blood test lancets her father used to carry for soliciting drops from people’s thumbs. She had a few in her pocket now. Pulling one out, she jabbed it into her thumb and squeezed half a dozen drops into her cherry cordial, then got up to set both glass and lancet on the table beside her host.

He looked at her. “Determined, aren’t you?”
“It’s what I’ve wanted ever since I was a little girl. If my father’s theory is correct, this should work as well as any actual biting and body-to-body sucking.”
“All that is needed is sharing the blood. The possible origin of all blood-brotherhood and sisterhood rituals… almost sacramental in its pure simplicity.” He picked up her glass and frowned into it for several seconds, twirling it slowly by the stem. Setting it down at last, he ignored the lancet, got a case of needles from his pocket, extracted one, and used it on his thumb. He squeezed three or four drops into his own half-drunk cordial, laid the needle crosswise over the lancet, and touched the rim of his glass lightly to hers. The crystal ping sounded clear in the silent moment.

He lifted the glass with Amarantha’s blood to his lips and drained it, wiped his lips on his handkerchief, and returned her gaze. After another moment, he nodded and gestured at her glass seasoned with his blood. “In my foster-grandfatherly way, I’m going to leave you alone five minutes with that and your father’s memory. If you think that, wherever he is, he would be ready to trust you with ‘the gift’ now… the choice belongs to you.”
